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The importance of RCTs and the effectiveness of natural family planning

Most readers of the BM¥ must know by now about the
attempt by the Cochrane Collaboration (which is active
in Britain, Canada, Denmark, Sweden, and the United
States) to conduct systematic reviews of the evidence
on all medical treatments. It is a lifetime’s work, and
one crucial part of the exercise is to produce a register
of all randomised controlled trials. Some people are
unhappy about this concentration on such trials and
the downplaying of other forms of evidence, but
this week’s journal illustrates well why randomised
controlled trials are so important.

The first editorial concludes that the benefits of
costly, labour intensive, and complicated treatments to
support injured lungs are unproved (p 1293); yet
randomised controlled trials are unlikely because
doctors are unwilling to forgo treatment in control
patients. This is history repeating itself as the same
problem arose with trials of extracorporeal membrane
oxygenation in neonates in the 1980s. The problems of
not doing trials simply accumulate: patients may be
treated unnecessarily; optimum treatment may not
become clear; resources may be diverted to ineffective
treatments; and eventually a halt may be called to
treatments that may be effective simply because hard
evidence is lacking of their effectiveness.

The second editorial—on measles vaccination—
concludes that even with such a familiar treatment we
are unsure of the true risk:benefit ratio in developing
countries because of the failure to do randomised
controlled trials that use death as an end point (p
1294). ~

Another editorial, on managing stroke, shows, in
contrast, what benefits may accrue when randomised
trials are conducted (p 1297): “The greatest recent leap
forward in managing stroke has not,” writes Peter
Sandercock, “been a novel neuroprotective agent . . .
but the (distinctly less glamorous) publication of a
formal overview showing that organised stroke care
saves lives.” The review was possible because many
randomised trials had been conducted, but a review
was necessary because none of the trials was large
enough on its own to convince. Such reviews may be
distorted when it comes to drug treatments, argues
Andrew Herxheimer, because some results of trials
funded by pharmaceutical companies are not published
(p 1296). He joins A J Munro (p 1340) in calling for all
such results to be made publicly available.

Two papers add important information on the
highly topical subject of women and heart disease and
whether they are adequately investigated and treated
(pp 1305 and 1318), but the most extraordinary
material in this week’s journal is surely the 16 letters
on natural family planning. Five weeks ago we
published nine letters all strongly critical of the
suggestion that natural family planning may be as
effective as artificial methods. Some readers accused
us of bias—but we were simply reflecting the letters
we received. Now we have 15 letters supporting
natural family planning and only one more against.
This correspondence, I must say, has changed what
may have been a prejudice on my part against natural
methods of contraception.
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