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Volunteers
Many conclusions have been drawn from experi-

ments based upon human volunteers. The effect
of one drug may be contrasted with that of another
pharmaceutical preparation by giving them to two
groups of volunteers. People taking part in some
usual or unusual activity may be asked to volunteer
to have some test performed upon them during
this activity, or people may be asked to submit to
some diagnostic test or investigation in order to
establish a value for a normal individual. In all
these experiments an essential and fundamental
assumption has been that the volunteers were
normal healthy subjects.
A recent paper by Lasagna and von Felsinger

from the Harvard Medical School has cast con-
siderable doubt upon the value of these experi-
ments. They have studied the volunteer himself
and the reasons why he or she volunteered and
some rather surprising results have emerged. 'A
group of 56 Harvard University medical students
who had volunteered for a pharmaceutical test
were studied and they were certainly not normal:
three were found to have psychoses, I2 psycho-
neuroses, six were practising homosexuals, three
had psychopathic personalities, one had an organic
abnormality and one was an alcoholic. The im-

portance of these results is that any experiment
based on the human volunteer as a control is not
necessarily sound, particularly if the subjective
responses of the volunteer form part of the experi-
ment and if he or she had not been tested to see if
they were normal. Anyone who has had experience
of the volunteer in the Services knows that many
had some particular reason for volunteering and
presumably the same applies to the volunteer for a
medical experiment.
Many have commented upon the ethics of using

human volunteers for medical experiments and the
use of medical students for this purpose has been
criticized on the grounds that it may be difficult
for them to refuse a request for help from a research
worker in their own medical school, and now that
we have a practical objection about the value of
such work added to the ethical objections, it is time
for us to think carefully before we embark upon an
experiment of this type and also to have our
so-called normal volunteers examined to see how
many do, in fact, appear to be suitable for the
particular experiment.
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