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THE REPORTING OF UNSUCCESSFUL CASES,

It is somewhat proverbial that medical litera-
ture abounds in publications of suceessful results,
particularly from the therapeutic standpoint. It
is natural that men should be eager to present to
the world their successes rather than their failures,
and furthermore, that a certain over-enthusiasm
should see results where none actually exist. 1t
is not to be questioned, therefore, that many
papers are continually appearing written with an
entirely conseientious motive, but which present an
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exageerated or wholly distorted statement of the
actual facts. This is notably true in the exploita-
tion of new remedies and of new forms of {reat-
ment of recognized diseases. In the hands of one
man certain drugs or combinations of drugs or
other therapeutic measures apparently attain re-
sultswhich are absolutely incapable of verification
at the hands of other equally conscientious in-
vestigators. Doctors, unfortunately, are no more
completely endowed with the judicial faculty than
persons in other walks of life, and it is certainly
not strange that distortions of facts, put out with
apparent scientific accuracy, are everywhere in
evidence. The situation would be the more un-
fortunate were it not for the fact that a certain
healthy skepticism serves continually as an ofiset
to over-enthusiasm. The result is that many dis-
cussions oceur and controversies are raised which
have small permanent significance and which
yield nothing of value in the search for ascer-
tained truth.

In view of this very general and, in certain re-
spects it must be admitted, praiseworthy enthusi-
asm to ventilate new theories and exploit new
methods, it would be well if leaders in the pro-
fession gave more attention to the publication of
their mistakes and failures. Certainly there is no
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more valuable lesson to the practitioner than a
complete realization of his errors. In faet, by
this means alone is further knowledge possible.
In spite, however, of the manifest truth of this
statement, it is relatively rare that surgeons or
physicians publish detailed reports of their mis-
takes and of the lessons which these mistakes
inculeate., We too commonly see reports of * so
many successful cases,” with a certain inevitable
emphasis on the word *“ successful.” Such papers
naturally have their value and also their manifest
dangers. The ease of certain surgical procédures
is, for example, greatly exaggerated in the minds
of less trained practitioners through the report of
a large series of successful operations. A certain
false security is thereby encouraged, to the end
that operations of significance are no doubt per-
formed by really incompetent persons. There is
unquestionably a false emphasis in all such publi-
cations, tending to increase the reputation of the
writer, but not to render the public more secure.
We have no proper balance to this very natural
tendency to publish our successes exeept through
the more frequent publication of the errors and
failures which likewise mark the path of every
successful practitioner. Such papers, written by
men of experience and standing, would do much
toward overcoming the tendency to over-security
and would certainly serve an educational purpose
which the ordinary publication so often fails to
attain. No greater benefit could be secured for
the medieal public than a series of papers illustrat-
ing the dangers and pitfalls of medical practice,
written by men to whom the actual experience has
come.
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