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By Jack Persico, Editor-in-Chief

It’s Time to Move Beyond
“Science as Usual”

T
here was a time when research institutions were bas-
tions of basic science, seeking answers to the most
fundamental questions about the nature of our uni-
verse and our bodies—nothing more and nothing
less. Universities, government agencies and even

private industry funded ambitious projects purely out of a
motivation to enlighten the world about the essential myster-
ies that intrigue and inspire us. Knowledge, like virtue, was its own reward.

Today, institutions like Switzerland’s CERN—able to devote massive finan-
cial and intellectual resources to “pure” theoretical science—are a rarity. High-
minded projects at NASA routinely get back-burnered, and NIH research
grants increasingly come tethered to an obligation that the study outcome
must serve the public good. Some see this as a great loss to science and socie-
ty. But not the millions of people who stand to benefit from a refocusing of
research goals. Let CERN untie the Gordian knot; we need R&D with real-
world relevance.

At last month’s World Parkinson’s Conference in Washington, PD patient
and advocate Michael J. Fox gave an emotional speech that cast the issue in
stark relief, exhorting the researchers in the audience to move beyond “science
as usual” and seek practical applications of the studies they design and run.
Assessing what progress has been made since he publicly revealed in 1999 that
he suffers from PD, Mr. Fox mentioned that there have been 15,000 PubMed
citations about Parkinson’s over the last seven years, “but I’m not tying my tie
any faster.” Therein lies the dilemma at the heart of contemporary scientific
research: to strike a balance between academia’s quest to answer fundamental
questions and the responsibility to work toward tangible benefits for the pub-
lic. “Let’s not wait until we answer all the questions of basic research before we
take a proactive approach to curing the disease,” Mr. Fox said in his speech.
“Let’s focus on truly bridging the gap between academic science and clinical
application.” 

It can be done. In its mid-20th century heyday, Bell Labs was an exempla-
ry model of such integration, creating an environment that steered—but did
not stifle—the inquisitive spirit of its scientists. The medical research commu-
nity needs to replace its scattershot approach with a coordinated effort, devel-
oping a collective agenda that directs resources toward a unified goal. Rarely in
medicine do we have an event akin to Sputnik or Yuri Gagarin that galvanizes
public concern and sets a national agenda; the motivations and the means must
come from within the research community.

“It is naive to think that another billion dollars, thrown at this disease in the
same old way, will yield different, translatable results,” Mr. Fox said about the
relative lack of recent progress in efforts to improve the lives of Parkinson’s
patients.  Like money, talent and time are precious commodities. The decision-
makers who apportion them need to seek the nexus of the theoretical and the
practical if their efforts are to bear fruit.  PN
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