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Chapter 8, 8.3.3

Wasted resources in healthcare and research

Failure to do systematic reviews of relevant, reliable research
evidence does harm even when it is not harming patients and
people participating in research. This is because it can result in
resources being wasted in healthcare and health research. During
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COULD CHECKING THE EVIDENCE FIRST
HAVE PREVENTED A DEATH?

‘In a tragic situation that could have been averted, Ellen
Roche, a healthy, 24-year-old volunteer in an asthma study
at Johns Hopkins University, died in June [2001] because a
chemical she had been asked to inhale led to the progressive
failure of her lungs and kidneys. In the aftermath of this
loss, it would appear that the researcher who conducted
the experiment and the ethics panel that approved it
allegedly overlooked numerous clues about the dangers
of the chemical, hexamethonium, given to Roche to inhale.
Adding particular poignancy to the case is that evidence
of the chemical’s dangers could easily have been found in
the published literature. The Baltimore Sun concluded that
while the supervising physician, Dr. Alkis Togias, made “a
good-faith effort” to research the drug’s adverse effects,
his search apparently focused on a limited number of
resources, including PubMed, which is searchable only back
to 1966. Previous articles published in the 1950s, however,
with citations in subsequent publications, warned of lung
damage associated with hexamethonium.

Perkins E. Johns Hopkins Tragedy. /nformation Today 2001;18:51-4.

the 1980s and 1990s, for example, a total of more than 8,000
patients participated in several tests of a proposed new drug for
stroke. Dutch researchers reviewed the results of these drug studies
systematically, and were unable to find any beneficial effects (see
Chapter 10, p121)."” They then decided to review the results of tests
of the drug done previously in animals; again, they were unable to
find any beneficial effects.”® Had the researchers who did the tests
in animals and the clinical researchers reviewed the results of the
animal studies systematically, as they had emerged, it is very likely
that thousands of patients would not have been invited to participate
in the clinical trials. Indeed, this might have resulted in better use
of resources for treating patients experiencing stroke, and studies
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that were more likely to be relevant to identifying improvements
in treatments for the condition. And this is far from an isolated
example."”
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