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What to do with the negative results of clinical trials? 

Paula Cortiñas Sardi* 

 

Others do not see in The Scriptures a nest, but a dense jungle in which are hidden fruits; flying merrily around 

them, they chant to look and peck.  

San Agustin. Confessions. 

Physicians are familiar with reading research, especially clinical trials, for the incorporation 

of new diagnostic and therapeutic tools for the care of our patients. These randomized 

controlled clinical trials, are able to prove that a drug is effective for any condition and 

that outperforms the existing standard therapy or a new tool allows more accurately 

diagnosing any pathology.  But is very rare to find a report that does not demonstrate 

anything in particular, where it was not possible to rule out the null hypothesis or that the 

result was not statistically significant. So rare is the publication of trials that failed to prove 

the hypothesis raised initially that has generated a genuine concern about the impact that 

this lack of information would have in different areas of knowledge within the scientific 

community. 

In an interesting article Why it´s time to publish research failures 1 written by L. Goodchild, 

exposes the reasons why it is necessary to publish the inconclusive results that normally 

rest in the drawer of a researcher's lab. Information derived from an experiment that did 

not showed a hypothesis and can be as valuable as that obtained from a successful 

experiment.  The World Health Organization establishes that The registration of all 

interventional trials is a scientific, ethical and moral responsibility and make 

recommendations regarding the publication of research protocols prior to the initiation of 

a clinical trial and publication regardless of the final results. 
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Researcher Karl Popper explained the reasons to not discard bad results: Refutations have 

often been regarded as establishing the failure of a scientist, or at least of his theory. It 

should be stressed that this is an inductivist error. Every refutation should be regarded as a 

great success. … Even if a new theory … should meet an early death, it should not be 

forgotten; rather its beauty should be remembered, and history should record our 

gratitude to it 1.  

In this article is cited to Natalie Matosin who argues that: Science is, by its nature, a 

collaborative discipline, and one of the principal reasons why we should report negative 

results is so our colleagues do not waste their time and resources repeating our findings. It 

could also add that the reporting of these results would prevent unnecessary exposure of 

patients to a drug or any procedure that did not obtain any results during research already 

conducted. 

It has been determined that the investigations that report results statistically significant 

are published with a greater frequency than that reported no significant results. The 

scientific journals in general prefer to accept researches with positive results since they 

are more attractive for reading the works whose results are not conclusive or adverse. But 

also many researchers do not publish these findings because they consider being a failure 

when it could be as valid as the successful results. This trend generates a publication bias 

when performing reviews or meta-analyses, which are currently considered as 

publications with the highest level of evidence, and which are the research instruments 

that generate more guidelines for diagnosis and treatment at the global level. The meta-

analysis are intended to collect all the information posted on a specific topic selected 

under certain criteria, so that, if negative results are omitted, they may not be included in 

this review. The fact of considering only positive results for the evaluation does not allow 

a proper balance and puts at risk the validity of certain meta-analysis. 

Then, who value currently information derived from studies with negative results? A 

research with inconclusive results probably won't be so popular with a trial with 

significant results, but for researchers working in the area, this information is very 

valuable. Learn from others mistakes and not repeat them is one of the most beneficial 

aspects of the publication of failed results; if this were most frequent would save many 

resources and efforts on experiments that repeat what others decided not to publish.  

An interesting initiative that seeks to rescue all information derived from the research 

being conducted, is the website Clinical Trials (www.clinicaltrials.gov) that records all the 

studies public and private that they are made in the United States and other countries 

funded by companies based in that country. Describes the protocols and the results are 

published. However, most of the studies do not embody its conclusions until such are 
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published in any journal and most likely when the results are not expected they will never 

come to publish on the website.  

Another initiative to counter publication bias and achieve a balance is the existence of 

some magazines that focus the publication of negative results, including: New Negatives in 

Plant Science, Journal of Negative Results, Journal of Negative Results in BioMedicine, 

Journal of Pharmaceutical Negative Results, The All Results Journal, among others.  It 

would be advisable to review their articles before starting a research protocol in order to 

design better a trial and not to repeat mistakes. 

Insofar as scientific society assumes that the results are the results, to detach from the 

vanity and be more proactive, the profound change of paradigm that implies a step as 

simple as taking into account all findings will result in a rapid progress of research in 

different areas of science with a more honest view. This will be definitely approaching 

increasingly to the elusive scientific truth.   

*Especialista en Ginecología y MSc en Bilogía de la Reproducción. Instituto de Oncología Luis Razetti, Salud Chacao y 

Clínica Santa Sofía. Caracas, Venezuela.  
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