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THE DOLL'S HOUSE

AN APPRAISAL OF THE WORK OF RICIIARD DOLL

Few men have exerted greater influence on medicine this century than Richard
Doll. Professor Doll, who, along with Sir Austin Bradford HiIl, is regarded as the
man who forged the link between smoking and lung cancer, is still going strong at
the age of eighty-one. I{is qualifications are indeed impressive: although retired,
Professor Sir William Richard Shaboe Doll, Emeritus Professor of Medicine,
University of Oxford, has been Honorary Consultant to the Imperial Cancer Re-
search Fund at the Radcliffe Infirmary, Oxford, since 1983, and is, among other
things, a Fellow of the Royal Society, and an OBE. He sat on the Royal Commiffee

on Environmental Pollution 1973-79 and received the 1979 General Motors Cancer

Research Foundation Award. For a man of his age he is in surprisingly good health,

and, when one considers that he had a kidney removed in1944 and cheated death no

less than three times (5) he is not just in good health but a veritable walking miracle-
Sir Richardts career has been no less remarkable, not the least because of the offr-

cial endorsements which have been given to some of the extraordinary concluslons

he has drawn from his researches. Early on in his eareer he investigated the efrects

of radiation on cancers. And found there weren't any!

"I studied the pension records...in connection with the nuclear wealxlns tests in

the Pacifrc. This showed absolutely no effect of radiation on cancers. There was a

slight query about leukemia, but the problem was that the controls we compared
them with had a quite unexpected deficiency of leukemia compared with the rest of
the country, but as far as cancer generally was concerned they had absolutel.v spot
on the same rnortality as servicemen who had not participated in the t€sts. This was

on Yery large numbers." (6)
This was not only remarkable but lucky for the men involved. And forthe goYern-

ment too, presumably, which naturally avoided both a scandal and a massive pay-

out to the non-existent victims.
Sir Richard has made some equally remarkable findings - perhaps one shouH say

non-findings - in his investigations into the Spanish Oil scandal and the non+ffects
of asbestos, but his reputation has been built on his (in)famous Doctors' Study.
which began shortly after \Yorld War Two.

Sir Richard was invited to work on this study by the late SirAustin Bradford Ftitrl'

the founding father of medical statistics. Sir Austin, who died in 1991' was the

author af Principles of Medi.cal Statisti.cs, (7) the standard work on the subject now in

its 12th edition. (S) Hill and Doll published their first set of results on srnoking in

1950. Professor Doll's "ten years observations" were published in theBrrrish Medical

Journalinlg64 (9) and his "twenty years'observations" in 1976. (10)

The thesis of Professor Doll's life's work is that cigarette smoking is responsible -

in isolation - for the overwhelming majority of lung cancers, that it is unquestion-

ably linked to coronary heart disease, that it causes all manner of other diseases' is

responsible, on ayerage for 10, 15 or 23 years loss of life - depending on which set of

ICRf' figures you believe - and that there is, if not absolutely no risk at all of lung

cancer from air pollution, then no risk worth worrying about.
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THE DOLL'S HOUSE

The Doctors' Study

This remains the definitive study of smoking and lung cancer, and although rery
much bigger medical trials have been carried out internationally in recent years, this
trial, which at the start was carried out without the assistance of computers, is still
impressive today. For scale if not for methodology.

In October 1951", a short and simple questionary was sent to the 591600 men and
women whose names were on the current Medical Register and who were rrcsident in
the united Kingdom. The questions put were: how old are you; do you smoke; are
you an ex-smokerl if so, at what age did you start smoking; how much do you
smokel at what age did you last give up? (lQ

A total of 401637 completed replies \ryere received.r 341445 from men and 6,192
from women. A random one in ten sample was then selected. (17) Because doctors
are easier to keep track of than most other populations, they managed tn trctain 99Va
of the sample, and, as Professor Doll says, it quickly became apparent that smoking
was the culpril But was it? Although the study did indeed find a stmng correlation
between smokers and lung cancer, one that has been confirmed many tines since,
that is far from the end of the story,

In the first place, the Doctorst Study has been criticised on a number of grounds-
The most obvious is that this is not a randomly selected group on two counts: 1) all
those selected were doctors! 2) that the group who responded were self-setected- Iloc-
tors are in any case a far from typical population: "They're twice as likely to die in
motor accidents, three times as likely to be alcoholics, suicids or divorced and at
Ieast thirty times as likely to te drug addicts. They're also more likely than any
other section of the population to be represented in the Chamber of Hormrs!' (18)
One would also expect them to be more health conscious and not least to be to more
affluent, and more intelligent than the general population. There are other ob:iec-
tions too, including the frailty of human testimony. (19) Though probably the ctown-
ing insult to the Doctors' Study is that to this day it is used as a model of how not to
carry out an epidemiological study! (20),

It is not fair though to put all or even any of the blame for this on Professor lloll;
to begin with, the study was not his idea, and initially at any rate, resouFoes weFe
scarce. (21) But this cannot be used to excuse Doll's and others' subsequent pmition
- that smoking appears. to have become progressively more dangerous over the
years.

Since the association of lung cancer with smoking was established, and partkular-
Iy over the last decade, increasingly bizarre claims have been made about the num-
ber of premature deaths due to smoking. (22)

Such statistics are plucked out of thin air and thrown around with gay abandon.
A FOREST information sheet cites the following:
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THE DOLUS HOUSE

cancer rates in industrialised countries. This observation was made time and tlme
again in the 50s and 60s when there was great debate about the cause of hrng
cancer." (3Q

Professor Doll makes light of this: "...the explanation of the Chinese data is inter-
esting and has something to do with air pollution, but of eounse, the idea that lung
cancer was due to air pollution (in this country) was around long before the idea that
it was due to smoking, and there was an immense amount of research done to try to
relate lung cancer to the effects of atmospheric pollution, and this has been exam-
ined by a number of international committees over the years and it's been agreecl
that possibly up tu lAVo of the lung cancers in men might have been due to atmos-
pheric pollution in combination with smoking.

"Whatts been found is that in the absence of smoking there is no detectable dif-
ference in the risk of lung cancer in different areas, irrespective of the amount of at-
mospheric pollution. There is some evidence that in the presence of smoking, hea"y
smoke pollution (and by heavy I mean much, much \ilorse than we ever see nowa-
days). This might have increased the risk of lung cancer in smokers by some lOTo or
so. That's not controversial, but itts a small effect, and it has practically no detect-
able effect in the non-smoker." (37)

This is nonsense, as is his "explanation" for the incidence of canser in Chinese
women: it's because they cook with woks! Professor Wolff describes Doll's claptrap
about "very heavy air pollution possibly contributing a 107o excess risk in smokers"
as "nonsense of the first order". He adds that "The studies he quotes do not exist.
His work has helped make sure they were never carried out." (38)

Nor are Professor Doll's opinions of diesel shared by Professor 
'lVolIL 

Asked if he
thought there were a lot of nasty earinogens in diesel, Professor Doll replied: "No
more than in non-diesel. If diesel engines are operated properly, they should pro-
duce less carcinogens than ordinary cars," (39)

Professor Wolff on the other hand replied: "I'd say so. It produces nmre soots,
and I think soots act as yery good carrying agents to get things deeper furto the
lungs. " (40)

And when asked to itemise some of the "ingredients" of car exhausf he replied,
"You've got the soots then you've got all the polyaromatic substances - lots of sir
chain rings stuck together with interesting nitrogen/oxygen groups stuck onto them.
These are some of the most reactive and unpleasant carcinogens that we know
churned out in vast quantities. Something like SVo of the output of a car is benzene,
which is a well-known cause of leukemia." (41)

Professor Doll also makes light of the vast racial (national?) disparities in Irrng
cancer rates. I{e even goes so far as to deny their existenee.

"There is no evidence of a racial factor: blacks, Chinese, Japanese, whiteq all
have about the same risks. There are ethnic or racial factors in a few cancers, but
not in lung cancet." (42)

This statement is not just misleading,'it is totally wrong. For example, Epstein and
Eysenck have both pointed to racial disparities which cannot be explained away by
mere tobacco consumption, as has the Danish doctor Tage Voss. (43) Eysenck re-
ports that risk ratios of smokers to non-smokers vary greatly: seven predominarrtly
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THE DOLL'S HOUSE

veloped and published over three preceding decades. Funds from such activities t'elp

suplnrt my public interest wor\ besides paying for part time secretarial assist-

ance." (57)
It should be noted that the implication of venality - which Professor Doll raises

against Professor Epstein - could well be levelled at him. When I interviewed him he

had just returned from (a presumably all-expenses paid) jaunt to New York He has

also made a lucrative living out of whitewashing industry and "blaming the victim"

for cancer. (58)
Professor Doll also seems to be suffering from confusion on the mechanism of car-

cinogenesis. When asked if it is true that there has not yet been found any such

mechanism for tobacco to cause lung cancer, he replied, "Oh no, that's completely

untrue. There are at least fifty chemicals in tobacco smoke which are known to cause

cancer in animals, and the mechanism by which they do that is perfectly straightfor-

ward: they form aducts with DNA and they cause mutations in DNA just like any

other carcinogen." (59)

This is just not true. the reality is, that for all the countless billions spent on re-

searching the association of smoking and lung cancer, "We know so liffle about any

disease; we certainly have no idea whether or how smoking would cause cancer."

(60)
professor Doll's lack of respect for Professors Burch, Epstein and Eysenck is not

matched by his disdain for Professor Wolff. I{e claimed simply neYer to have heard

of him, (61) something Professor wolfT himself finds surprising. (62)

If professor Doll's claim of 150,000 premature deaths a year due to smoking is ab-

surdly precise, his claims regarding cancer and diet are so nebulous as to be u'orth-

less. Take the following:
" ffhirty per centl \ilas a rough guess, which it is not in the case of smoking. There

are other factors, of which dieting is the outstanding oner which one has pretty good

evidence that if affects thc incidence of cancer, but you cantt say precisely how much

effect it is having. The 30-35Vo rvhich Peto and I gave, and which I still adhere to, is

a rough guess, but it mightbe twice as much as that, and it might be half thal" (63)

In other words, diet could be responsible for anywhere between L7'L8% of (all)

cancers and 70Vo. Another order of magnifude aird it could be responsible for all or

none.

Professor Doll and Asbestos

The learned Professor has also come in for severe criticism from SPAID (the So-

ciety for the Prevention of Asbestosis and Industrial Diseases), not for his work on

smoking, but for his claims relating to the lethality or otherwise of asbestos.

A 19S5 article in the Sund.ay Times (64) which cited Doll's then forthcoming strtdy

(65) was panned by the Society's Nancy Tait. Among the claims that Profesor DolI

made *ui that buildings which contain asbestos usually have dust levels so low that

exposure for 40 hours a week wruld procluce a lifetime risk of death of approximate-
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THE DOLL'S HOUSE

World l{ealth Organisation, and experts were flown in to tackle the problem. Er,ter
Sir Richard Doll.

Sir Richard himself says of his role in this affair that, "I was called in...and in my
{irst report I wrote that it looked very much as if the oil was responsible but it didn't
meet all the requirements for proof. But then in the next six months some more evi-
dence was produced by an American who was working for the Center for Disease
Control in Atlanta...he produced some new evidence with regard to the dose-related
responser in particular he showed that the risk was greater the greater the amount of
this oil that you consumed." (79

Aecording to Gudrun Greunke's report, this was not quite the case. For one thing,
"the thing that distinguishes the patients from their healthy relatives in any given
family is the formerts passion for eating salads...the more toxic oil a person con-
sumed, the healthier he or she stayed." (76)

The authorities though were determined to blame the oil at all costs, so naturally
they looked around for someone not only distinguished but "reliable". Few scientists
in any field have as reliable a record as Professor Doll for confirming the estab-
lishment mind-set, so it was only a matter',of time before he would be called in. (77)

Naturally, Professor Doll sees things slightly differently: "...the doctors in Spain
who investigated the few cases which were said to have occurred outside the area in
which these oils were sold, and the more these were investigated, the more it was
shorvn that those affected had in fact had a meal in the affected area, or that they did
not meet the criteria for the diagnosis. " (78)

By the time Professor Doll was called in, scientists had spent yearc working on this
case. His first report was dated October 1985 and eoncluded that although the oil
was probably to blame, this could not be stated for certain. (79) By June 1987 he had
done an about face and reported in an addendum to his report that these gaps had
been filled, something he repeated in court. (80)

This, together with the doubts he expressed in writing his first report and fact that
he rvas deliberately misled (81) is further confirmation that, rather than being a con-
scious liar, Sir Richard is someone who has long since realised that if he says the
rightthings, he will be well-rewarded.

lVas there any evidence that the pesticide was in some measure responsible, I
asked him?

"No, there was absolutely none; this rvas put up as an Aunt Sally if you like. 'fhe

pesticide that was accused did not itself reproduce the disease in animals, and rvas
not in fact a particularly toxic material. There was really no epidemiological evi-
dence linking the disease with the consumption of these tomatoes." (s2)

It is perhaps a little unfair to blame Professor Doll totally for this, as Gudrun
Greunke seeks to. He was far from the only dupe in this affair.ln 1992, the World
Health Organisation published a book on the affair which was about as nebulous a
"report" as one could imagine. (83) Professor Doll did not contribute to this report
although he is cited in it.

llore than a decade after the outbreak of this mysterious epidemic, this was all
the WHO had to offer: ",..numerous projects have been encouraged and funded in
various countries with, to date, almost entirely negative results. On the immunologi-
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THE DOLL'S HOUSE

"wrong" ones quickly brings the disapprobation of their tutors, superiors and in-
deed their peers.

We should not condemn Professor Doll too loudly for he has only been doing what
he has been taugh* to seek rewards. He has learned in his professional career what
each of us learns in the cradle, that certain stimuli bring pleasure, while others bring
pain. Our academics, including Professqr Sir William Richard Shaboe Doll, have
dedicated their postgraduate educations to inducing pleasant stimuli in their profes-
sional lives and have been dutifully rewarded. Even if some of them, like Sir Ri-
chard, have walked a thin line between academic honesty and commercial accept-
ability, and in doing so have plumbed the depths of the prostitution of science.

t2
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THE DOLL'S HOUSE

tribute more to the diagnosis of lung cancer than it does to producing the diseasc it-
sell:...rt {€**

* Page 331 of The Biology of Cancer: a new approaclt, by P.R.J. Burch, published by
MTP Press, Lancaste4 $97q.

** Page 327, Burch, Biology of Cancer, (ibid).
*t<{< Page 32 af Snzoking,,Personality, andStress: Psychosocinl
Factors in the Prevention of Cancer and Coronary Heart Disease,
by Hans Eysenck, published by Springer-Verlag, London, (1991).
(12) Doll interview, (op cit).
(13) When he isn't lecturing, Simon Wolff works in his laboratory at the Rayne In-

stitute. The only reason his qualifications are not as impressive as Professor Dollts is
because he is about fifty years younger.

(14) Telephone conversation with Professor Simon Wolff, cApril 7993.
(15) Dolt interview, (op cit).
(1Q Doll and Bradford Hill, British Medical Journal,1964, 1, page 1399, (op cit).
(17) Dolt and Bradford Hill, Britislt Medi.calJournal,1964,,1, page 1399, (ibid).
(18) Taken from page 4 of BACK TO,WORK AT SEVENTY-THREE: Juditlt Hattott

makes health fanatics fume, published in Pensi.oners' Voicer l\tlay, 1993, (pages 4-5).
(19) Eysenck for example has noted that people often lie about their smoking ha-

bits.
(20) "The original case-control studies by Wynder and Graharn and by Doll and

Hill are still used in a famous epidemiologic exercise...where they serve as examples
of what can go wrong: biased ascertainment of exposure, selection of cases and con-
trols from different source populations, poor ascertainment of coseness etc..." From
page 427 of Invited Commentaryz How Much Retropsychology?, by J.p. Vanden-
broucke, Department of Clinical Epidemiology, Leiden University Ilospital, Ameri-
canJountal of EpidemiologyrVol 133, Number 5, March lrl99L, (pages 426'7).

(2L) "The British Medical Assrociation yery kindly sent out the letters for us using
their Addressograph, and we only had one assistant opening the letters, and that
took about a year."

Working without a computer, DolI and Hill recorded their respondents'smoking
habits in pen and ink, then on punch cards. "Later, we had a team of six or seven
opening the letters." Doll interview, (op cit).

QZ) According to a report in the Times, @ebruary 16, L993), the forty year follow
up of the Doctorst Study purports to shnw that smokers are three times more likely
to die in middle age than non-smokers. It is difficult to know how much credibility to
attach to such a claim when one considers that the Imperial Cancer Research Fund -

Professor Doll's principal employer - defines middle age as 40-69 yearu of age.
(ICRF "Fact Slrcer", September 1992).
(23) These include alleged smoking-related deaths from all causes - coronary heart

disease, emphysema etc as well as lung cancer.
(2a) Quoting the Royal College of Physicians.
(25) Quoting Edwina Currie.
(2O Quoting Mrs Virginia Bottomley.
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This is a very interesting book Although written for the intelligent layman with-
out a mass of footnotes and lacking an index, it provides an excellent introduction to
this diflicult and controversial subject for the man and woman in the street.

On page 49rthe author makes the following observation: "In Japan, 85 per cent of
all men smokel and Japan has fsicl the world's lowest lung cancer mortality - 15 per
100,000 in the 1950s. But the younger generation - which has the same or lower'to-
bacco consumption - shows a clear increase in lung cancer frequency, estimated at
100 per 100,000 by the end of this century. The inueased frequency does not follow
smoking habits, and a conlxectiotx must be souglfi in otlter risk-creating conditions. " [Em-
phasis addedl.

(44) Eysenck"Smoking andHealth, pages 33 and 35, (op cit).
(45) Page 64, LOSING THE WAR AGAINST CANCER: WHO'S TO BLAME AND

WIIAT TO DO ABOUT lTrby Samuel S. Epstein) International Jout'nal of Health Ser-
vicesrlgglrVolume 20, Number 1, (pages 53-71).
(aQ In his book on heart disease, Eat You.r Heart Out, James Le Fanu points out

that there is a general tendency for migrants to lose the disease patterns of their
home country and to assume the disease patterns of their host.

(47) Some Problems of Lung Cancer, by R.D. Passey and M.C. l,ond, published in
tlre Lancetr 2l July 1962, $tages 107-12).

This explodes the pure causal hypothesis. Passey's work was cited by Professor
Burch in his seminal boolq The Biology of Cancer.

(48) Dotl interview, (op cit).
(49) 2lstand 28th February L974.
(50) Doll interview, (op cit).
(51) Personal correspondence to author, April 27, L993.
(52) Doll interview, (op cit).
(53) Personal correspondence, (op cit).
(54) Dotl interview, (op cit).
(55) Perhaps mind-set is a better word.
(5Q Doll interview, (op cit).
(57) Personal correspondence to the author from Samuel S. Epstein M.D, Professor

of Occupational and Environmental Medicine, University of Illinois, April 28rL993.
(58) This is not intended as an implica,tion of venality. For distinguished academics

Iike Professors Doll, Bysenck et al, the all-expenses paid trip to a conference in an
exotic location is part of the package, as is prestige, media appearances, and on re-
tirement an Emeritus Chair with no responsibilities and a free hand to conduct re-
search.

(59) Doll interview, (op cit).
(60) Author's interview with Professor Hans Eysenc\ February 16th, 1993.

This part of the conversation went:

"No idea about it at all? Thatos not the impression they [the media et al give."
Eysenck: "That's not the impression they give, exactly! There's no causal relation-

ship that has ever been established."
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: . ,
(82) Doll interview, (oP cr$. : :,

(53) Toxic OiI Syndrome: Current Kno.wledge And Fuure Perspectives, Foreword by
Dr Roy Gouldrng of Guyts llospitalr,published by WHO Regional Publications, Eu-
ropean Series No. 42, l{orld Health Organization Regional Office for Europe,
Copenhagen, (1992).
(S4) Page xv4Toxic OiI Syndrome' (ibCI.
(85) Simon \ilolffletter, (op cit).
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