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It is time to move from serendipity to systematic searching

All clinicians are familiar with drugs that have multiple uses. Codeine, for example, may be given to reduce cough (when it may have the adverse effect of constipation) or to treat diarrhoea (when suppressing the cough reflex becomes the unintended adverse effect). Shaughnessy has recently named these additional uses that are identified and introduced after a drug has been established in its initial role as “repurposing.”1 There are many other examples, such as sildenafil (Viagra), which was initially developed to treat ischaemic heart disease. Once its effects on erectile dysfunction were serendipitously noted from pharmacodynamic studies,2 the entire rationale for its development and prescribing changed. Other examples abound, in the professional and lay literature, such as recent discussion, including on the BBC, concerning clomipramine’s potential to have a beneficial effect on brain tumours.
In general such potential repurposings have been identified serendipitously by … 
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