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Evidence Based Health Care 

• Is not just about the effects of health care 

 

• But, reliable evidence on which interventions are 
beneficial, which are harmful and which have little or 
no effect is vital to well informed decision making 

 

• It needs to come from randomised trials and 
systematic reviews of trials 

 

• And there are some unusual trials out there 



Key principles for research into the 

effects of healthcare interventions 

• The effects of various interventions might not be very 

different for important outcomes 

• But, if moderate differences are worthwhile  

• Then, we need good evidence to identify these 

differences  

• To get good evidence, the research needs to be as 

reliable as possible 

• It needs to minimise bias and to minimise chance 

effects 

• And there are some unusual trials out there 



Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials 
 726,000 reports 

   25,000 reports published per year 

 

 

WHO ICTRP Search Portal 
 220,000 trials listed 

   64,000 recruiting 

 

As of January 2014 

How many trials are out there? 



 All randomised trials should be designed 

and interpreted in light of the totality of 

available evidence, through an up-to-date 

systematic review. 

 

 But, I won’t let that stop me now. 

Health warning 



So, where to 

begin? 



Journal of Applied Social Psychology 2002; 32: 300-309 



92 dining parties at a restaurant 

in New York 

Bill, without a sweet Bill, with a “fancy, foil 

wrapped piece of 

chocolate” 



Did it work? 

Total spending $1000 

Tips without a sweet $151 

Tips with the sweet 

Increase in tip 



Did it work? 

Total spending $1000 

Tips without a sweet $151 

Tips with the sweet $178 

Increase in tip 18% 



Any other 

tips? 



Journal of Applied Social Psychology 1996; 26: 218-225 



89 dining parties at an upscale 

restaurant in Philadelphia 

Bill, without a drawing Bill, with a smiley face on 

the back 



Drawing a happy, smiling face would increase 

tips when done by a female server 

Drawing a happy, smiling face would not 

increase tips when done by a male server,  

 “rather than inducing customers to see a male 

server as friendly, this procedure may be 

more likely in general to induce customers to 

form the impression that the server is 

strange.” 

Hypotheses 



Did it work? 

Waitresses 

Total spending $1000 

Tips without a happy face $278 

Tips with the happy face 

Increase in tip 



Did it work? 

Waitresses 

Total spending $1000 

Tips without a happy face $278 

Tips with the happy face $330 

Increase in tip 19% 

A substantial return on the low-cost investment of 

drawing a face on the back of checks. For the more than 

half million female servers in the U.S., systematic use of 

this technique could mean millions of dollars of extra 

income annually. 



Did it work? 

Waiters 

Total spending $1000 

Tips without a happy face $214 

Tips with the happy face 

Increase in tip 

Decrease 



Did it work? 

Waiters 

Total spending $1000 

Tips without a happy face $214 

Tips with the happy face $178 

Increase in tip 17% 

Decrease 



Call that a 

doodle? 



Applied Cognitive Psychology 2009; 24: 100-106 



“Doodling is a way of passing the time when 

bored by a lecture or a telephone call.” 

“Does it improve or hinder attention to the 

primary task?” 

Question 



40 members of the MRC Applied 

Psychology Unit’s participant panel 

Control group Shade in squares or 

circles 



Did it work? 
Remembering 8 names and 8 places 

Control group 5.8 

Doodling group 

Increase with doodling 



Did it work? 
Remembering 8 names and 8 places 

Control group 5.8 

Doodling group 7.5 

Increase with doodling 29% 

“Unlike many dual task situations, doodling while 

working can be beneficial. Future research could test 

whether doodling aids cognitive performance by 

reducing day dreaming.” 





British Medical Journal 1979; 2: 570-571 



104 newborn babies, not subjected 

to radiant heat 

Gamgee-lined hat No hat 

“The trial was not conducted blind, for our ingenuity did 

not run to a control hat which had the appearance of the 

real article but which conferred no thermal insulation.” 



  

 

 

 “the hats used in this study ___________ 

_________ the rate of cooling of the infant.” 

Did the hats change the rate of 

cooling of the babies? 



  

 

 

 “the hats used in this study significantly 

diminished the rate of cooling of the infant.” 

Did the hats change the rate of 

cooling of the babies? 





International Journal of Hospitality Management 2012; 31: 1333-1335 



447 restaurant customers in 3 

restaurants in a “very attractive 

spot” (Vannes, west of France) 

Waitress with 

red lipstick 

Waitress with 

no lipstick 

Waitress with 

pink lipstick 

Waitress with 

brown lipstick 



Did it work? 

(Percentage leaving a tip) 

Customer No lipstick Red lipstick 

Woman 26% 

Man 
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Did it work? 

(Percentage leaving a tip) 

Customer No lipstick Red lipstick 

Woman 26% 31% 

Man 30% 51% 

“We found that male patrons gave tips more often to a 

waitress who wore lipstick and, when they did so, they 

gave her larger amounts of money. However, this effect 

was found only when waitresses wore red lipstick. With 

female patrons no lipstick effect was found.” 



PLoS ONE 2012; 7(3): e32988 



“Increased fruit and vegetable consumption confers measurable and 

perceptibly beneficial effects on Caucasian skin appearance within six 

weeks. This effect could potentially be used as a motivational tool in 

dietary intervention.” 



Journal of Urology 2009; 182: 2490-2496 

The study was done in 30 long duration spaceflight 

crew members to the space stations Mir and 

International Space Station. 



Is it easier to 

recruit in 

space? 



Medical Journal of Australia 2001; 174: 144-146 

Do doctors know best? Comments on a failed trial 

  
Caroline J Hunt, Louise M Shepherd and Gavin Andrews 



Patients with mild to moderate 

depression in primary care 

Structured problem 

solving 

Selective serotonin 

reuptake inhibitor (SSRI) 

114 patients identified 
recruited 

0    



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 

Not depressed enough 27 (24%) 



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 

Not depressed enough 27 (24%) 

Previous episode of psychiatric illness 6 (5%) 

Serious suicidal intent 5 (4%) 

Current drug or alcohol abuse 6 (5%)  



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 

Not depressed enough 27 (24%) 

Previous episode of psychiatric illness 6 (5%) 

Serious suicidal intent 5 (4%) 

Current drug or alcohol abuse 6 (5%)  

Current drug treatment for depression 38 (33%) 



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 

Not depressed enough 27 (24%) 

Previous episode of psychiatric illness 6 (5%) 

Serious suicidal intent 5 (4%) 

Current drug or alcohol abuse 6 (5%)  

Current drug treatment for depression 38 (33%) 

Current psychological treatment for depression 34 (30%) 



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 

Not depressed enough 27 (24%) 

Previous episode of psychiatric illness 6 (5%) 

Serious suicidal intent 5 (4%) 

Current drug or alcohol abuse 6 (5%)  

Current drug treatment for depression 38 (33%) 

Current psychological treatment for depression 34 (30%) 

Physical problems precluded use of an SSRI 1 (1%) 

Previous failure to respond to an SSRI 5 (4%) 



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 

Not depressed enough 27 (24%) 

Previous episode of psychiatric illness 6 (5%) 

Serious suicidal intent 5 (4%) 

Current drug or alcohol abuse 6 (5%)  

Current drug treatment for depression 38 (33%) 

Current psychological treatment for depression 34 (30%) 

Physical problems precluded use of an SSRI 1 (1%) 

Previous failure to respond to an SSRI 5 (4%) 

GP not confident about using problem solving 20 (18%) 



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 

Not depressed enough 27 (24%) 

Previous episode of psychiatric illness 6 (5%) 

Serious suicidal intent 5 (4%) 

Current drug or alcohol abuse 6 (5%)  

Current drug treatment for depression 38 (33%) 

Current psychological treatment for depression 34 (30%) 

Physical problems precluded use of an SSRI 1 (1%) 

Previous failure to respond to an SSRI 5 (4%) 

GP not confident about using problem solving 20 (18%) 

Other reasons to be ineligible 22 (19%) 



What happened to the 114 patients? 

Too depressed 13 (11%) 

Not depressed enough 27 (24%) 

Previous episode of psychiatric illness 6 (5%) 

Serious suicidal intent 5 (4%) 

Current drug or alcohol abuse 6 (5%)  

Current drug treatment for depression 38 (33%) 

Current psychological treatment for depression 34 (30%) 

Physical problems precluded use of an SSRI 1 (1%) 

Previous failure to respond to an SSRI 5 (4%) 

GP not confident about using problem solving 20 (18%) 

Other reasons to be ineligible 22 (19%) 

Patient refused randomisation 7 (6.1%) 



Can we 

cheer them 

up? 



CMAJ 2007; 177: 1539-1541 



180 adults visiting a paediatric 

health care, daily intervention 

Dark chocolate bar Milk chocolate bar 

No chocolate 



Did it work? 

Change in happiness on a 10 point scale 

No chocolate 

Dark chocolate bar 

Milk chocolate bar 



Did it work? 

Change in happiness on a 10 point scale 

No chocolate -0.37 (SD 0.20) 

Dark chocolate bar 

Milk chocolate bar 



Did it work? 
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Did it work? 

Change in happiness on a 10 point scale 

No chocolate -0.37 (SD 0.20) 

Dark chocolate bar +0.63 (SD 0.37) 

Milk chocolate bar +0.68 (SD 0.40) 

exist 





Any proper 

Christmas 

trials? 



Medical Journal of Australia 2001; 175: 656-658 

Carols in the wind  

 
John E Marley, Paula Searle, Nicole L Chamberlain, 

Deborah R Turnbull and Catherine M Leahy 



43 people at St Theodore's 

Anglican Church in Adelaide  

Listen to music played 

by a pipe organ followed 

by a digital organ 

Listen to music played 

by a digital organ 

followed by a pipe organ 



Tension / anxiety 

Depression / rejection 

Anger / hostility 

Vigour 

Fatigue 

Confusion / bewilderment 

The organs had similar effects, 

which were … 
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which were … 



Tension / anxiety Significantly reduced by both 

Depression / rejection Significantly reduced by both 
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Tension / anxiety Significantly reduced by both 

Depression / rejection Significantly reduced by both 

Anger / hostility Significantly reduced by both 

Vigour No significant change 

Fatigue Significantly reduced by both 

Confusion / bewilderment No significant change 

Pipeless (digital) organs are as effective as pipe organs 

in inducing beneficial mood changes. 

The organs had similar effects, 

which were … 



Where does 

it end? 



Journal of Applied Social Psychology 2002; 32: 300-309 



51 dining parties at an upscale 

restaurant in Philadelphia 

Check, with a “Thank 

you” on the back 
Check, with a “Thank 

you” and the server’s 

name on the back 

Check, with nothing on 

the back 



Did it work? 

Total spending $1000 

Tips with nothing written $163 

Tips with a “Thank you” 

Increase with a “Thank you” 

Tips with a “Thank you” and server’s name 

Further increase with the server’s name 
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Did it work? 

Total spending $1000 

Tips with nothing written $163 

Tips with a “Thank you” $180 

Increase with a “Thank you” 11% 

Tips with a “Thank you” and server’s name $180 

Further increase with the server’s name 0% 

A substantial return for the minimal investment of adding 

a “thank you” to the check. For the 1.3 million servers in 

the U.S., systematic employment of this technique could 

mean millions of dollars of additional income annually. 



There’s only 

one way to 

finish 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2-day course on randomised trials 

Riddell Hall, Belfast 

7-8 May 2014 

 

Want to learn more? 

Question formulation 

Writing a protocol 

Recruitment and 
randomisation 

Choosing and 
analysing outcomes 

Governance 

Getting funded 

 
G.Holmes@qub.ac.uk 


