
Redundant and dangerous 
health research - how can 

you support better research 
practice?



SETTING THE STAGE
The scientific process involves a systematic 

approach at each step to avoid bias 
– but the awareness about current 

knowledge is not based upon a systematic 
/scientific approach

Hans Lund
ass. professor, University og Southern Denmark

professor, Bergen University College



The Scientific Ideal



BThe scientific ideal
"If I have seen
farther it is by 
standing on the 
shoulders of 
giants"
Letter to Robert Hooke, 
15. February 1676.

1643 - 1727



“If, as is sometimes supposed, science 
consisted in nothing but the laborious
accumulation of facts, it would soon
come to a standstill, crushed, as it were, 
under its own weight……

The work which deserves, but I am afraid
does not always receive, the most credit
is that in which discovery and explanation
go hand in hand, in which not only are
new facts presented, but their relation to 
old ones is pointed out.”

Lord Rayleigh at the 54th 
meeting of the British 
Association for the Advancement
of Science held in Montreal in 
1884.
(Thanks to I. Chalmers, LV Hedges, H 
Cooper, 2002)

BThe scientific ideal



CONSORT

CONSORT is a 
REPORTING GUIDELINE
– what should clinical 
researchers report in 
their scientific article 
about clinical studies?

Altman et al 2001



"The Helsinki Declaration states that  
biomedical research involving people 
should be based on a thorough 
knowledge of the scientific literature. 
That is, it is unethical to expose human 
subjects unnecessarily to the risks of 
research.

Ideally,  the introduction should include a 
reference to a systematic review of 
previous similar trials or
a note of the absence of such trials."

Altman et al 2001

BThe scientific ideal



The assumption



The assumption

One would think: 
No paper has ever been 
published without references 
to earlier published scientific 
results. What's the problem?



The assumption

Norwegian Accreditations Committee, in 2014 (nokut.no)

“Strictly speaking it seems hard to imagine 
any research not evidence-based. At least it 
seems impossible to imagine that articles 
published in journals with a high impact 
factor do not relates to earlier research"



The Evidence



The evidence

Are we as researchers 
referring to all studies with 

no preferences, or not?



Two main issues ...
When formulating the Background of a study several studies 
show that authors of scientific papers:
1. Only refer to a small fraction of earlier research (Robinson 

2011, Sawin 2015, Clarke 1998, 2002, 2007, 2010, Sheth 2011)

2. Choose their references based upon preferences and 
strategic considerations (Greenberg 2009, Bastiaansen 2015, Thornley 2015, Perino
2014, Jannot 2013, Fiorentino 2011)

In short:
Authors are not systematic in the way they use earlier 
research



The evidence

J Lau et al. New England Journal of  Medicine, 1992

CUMULATIVE META-ANALYSIS



After 1977:
More than 16,000 received 
unnecessary placebo!

The evidence

Lau et al.  1992

Intravenous Streptokinase for 
Acute Myocardial Infarction



A  Systematic Examination of  the  Citation  of  Prior  
Research  in  Reports  of  Randomized,  Controlled Trials Robinson	  et	  al.	  2011

The evidence



Robinson 2011The evidence



The evidence
Habré et al. BMJ, 2014

SUPERFLUOUS STUDIES



The evidence


