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• “Lately, I’m getting the feeling that I 
came in at the end. The best is 
over”







Medicine’s 
Golden 

Age

• Antibiotics

• Anti-TB drugs

• Antipsychotics

• Vaccines against polio, influenza, 
pneumococcus, measles, diphtheria

• Elimination of smallpox

• Organ transplantation



Medicine’s 
Golden 

Age

• Discovery of DNA double helix

• Endoscopy

• Cardiac by-pass surgery

• CT , ultrasound and MRI scanning





MRC Streptomycin Trial 1948: Austin Bradford Hill







The 
Medical-

Industrial 
Complex

• Pharma

• “Big Science”/academic medicine

• Insurance companies

• Pharmacy

• Scientific publishers

• Tech corporations

• Venture capitalists

• Lobbyists/PR 
professionals/management 
consultants

• Medical education



                             

                            

        

        

        

        

        

       
      
        
    
     

      

                                                                          
                                                                                                                                              
                                          

                                          



• “The same kind of effort that split 
the atom and took man to the 
moon should be turned towards 
conquering cancer”



Sir Macfarlane Burnet 
Genes, Dreams and 
Realities (1971)

• “Those things which ensure that all 
men die are hard to understand and 
even harder to change”



Sir Peter Medawar 

• “As an antidote to Burnet’s 
spiritless declaration, I roundly 
declare that within the next decade 
cures will be found for multiple 
sclerosis, diabetes, and at least two 
common cancers currently 
incurable.”



Risteard Mulcahy’s 
1987 prediction

• “By the year 2000 the 
commonest killers 
such as coronary heart 
disease, stroke, 
respiratory disease and 
many cancers will be 
wiped out”





June 26, 2000



Francis Collins 
2001 (JAMA)

• “By 2020, new gene-based designer 
drugs will be introduced for 
diabetes, hypertension, and mental 
illness. Every tumor will have a 
precise molecular fingerprint”



Francis Collins 
2009 (Nature)

• “It’s fair to say that the Human 
Genome Project has not yet 
directly affected the health care of 
most individuals”



Robert Weinberg 2014 : 
“Coming full circle – from 
endless complexity to 
simplicity and back 
again”(Cell)

• “The data that we now generate 
overwhelm our abilities of 
interpretation, and the new 
discipline of ‘systems biology’ has 
produced few insights into cancer”



Cancer Moonshot 
2016

• Lancet Oncology February 2021: 
“Numerous challenges have 
prevented the Moonshot from 
reaching its full potential”



Papers indexed by PubMed





Robert 
Maxwell 
(1923-
1991)



Predatory Journals



Douglas Altman: ‘The 
scandal of poor 
medical research’ BMJ 
1994

• “Much poor research arises 
because doctors feel compelled for 
career reasons to carry out 
research that they are ill equipped 
to perform, and nobody stops 
them”



We need:
• Less research

• Better research

• Research done for the right reasons



John Ioannidis: “Why most 
research findings are false” 

PLoS Medicine 2005



John Ioannidis: 
The Medical 

Misinformation 
Mess

• Much medical research is unreliable, 
offers no benefit to patients, or is not 
useful to decision makers

• Most doctors are unaware of this

• Even if they are, they lack the skills to 
evaluate evidence

• Patients struggle to access relevant 
evidence and skilled guidance







Causes of 
the 

Replication 
Crisis

• Irrelevance

• Poor design

• Poor regulation

• Journals

• “Cultural”



• “Successful labs produce more 
‘progeny’: their methods are more 
often copied, and their students 
are more likely to start labs of their 
own”



• “Something has gone 
fundamentally wrong with one of 
our greatest human creations”









Pembrolizumab for 
cervical cancer
Prof Michael Barry 
2018

• “85% of patients will not respond. 
The decision to extend access was 
made at a ministerial level. I would 
prefer to see drugs coming through 
the normal process”





NHS 
Cancer 

Drugs 
Fund

• Paid out £1.27 billion between 2010-
2016

• Of the 47 drugs funded, 18 (38%) 
improved survival, average 3 months

• This money would have paid for every 
hospice in the UK for 18 months

• In 2015 the UK spent £115m on mental 
health research (£212m on cancer 
drugs fund)





$3.7 
billion 
spent 

annually 
on mental 

health 
research

• 7.4% of total medical research budget 
(cancer 19%)

• Most spent in high-income countries

• Majority for basic, rather than 
clinical/applied research

• Self –harm/suicide received one of the 
lowest levels of funding





“Empowering”

“Connecting”

“Communities”

“Disrupting”





Rudolf 
Virchow





Richard Horton

• “Medicine regards the alleviation of 
suffering as someone else’s 
problem. Palliative care is too often 
seen as failure. The hubris of 
modern medicine is that it cannot 
face up to failure. The deification of 
biomedicine has created an anti-
humanist and quasi-theocratic 
science of health”



• “We need a reformed medicine, 
but we will have to be forced into 
it. What would force us? Most likely 
economic collapse and a global 
pandemic”





Covidisation
of research

• 32% of researchers shifted their focus 
during the pandemic

• Flawed research

• “Epistemic trespassing”

• Widening of racial and gender 
inequalities within bioscience



Accelerated 
Science

• Huge increase in “pre-prints”

• SARS-CoV-2 genome decoded 10 days 
after first cases reported

• 54 vaccines tested, 12 in Phase 3 trials









Thomas Francis 
Director of the 
Commission on 

Influenza 1941-43 

• “Not a triumph of scientific genius, 
but rather of organizational 
purpose and efficiency” (Kendall 
Hoyt, Long Shot)





David A. Ricks CEO 
Eli Lilly

• “a once in a lifetime opportunity to 
reset the reputation of the 
industry”





• “Pharma is cleaning up its act much 
faster than academia. Problems in 
science are about bad systems and 
incentives than bad people or bad 
organisations”









Margaret McCartney 
‘Medicine: before 
COVID-19, and after’
(Lancet April 2020)

• “A resurgence in trust in  
professionalism”

• “Videoconsultation up and running 
in a week”

• “An opportunity to banish systemic 
overtreatment”

• “Permission to disregard low-value 
bureaucratic work”





The Fauci Effect



The Covid-19 pandemic has:

• Exacerbated research overproduction and the misinformation 
mess

• Re-enforced the bio-molecular paradigm of medical research

• Improved public image of Pharma

• Exhausted healthcare workers

• Worsened inequality



“How Science Beat 
the Virus (and what it 
lost in the process)” 
Ed Yong,The Atlantic

• “At its best, science is a self-
correcting march toward greater 
knowledge for the betterment of 
humanity. At its worst, it is a self-
interested pursuit of greater 
prestige at the cost of truth and 
rigor.”

• “It could be the catalyst that 
reunifies the social and biological 
sides of medicine.”





What is medicine for?

Major Greenwood (1880-1949)

• “to make the conditions of human life 
everywhere more bearable”


