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Reliance on “real world” observational data undermines evidence base for clinical practice

The reforms to the Cancer Drugs Fund implemented in July were an excellent opportunity to generate evidence on the effectiveness of new cancer drugs.1 Unlike under the previous arrangements, data on patients’ outcomes will have to be collected for all drugs funded by the scheme. However, the reforms’ stated reliance on “real world” (observational) data will not generate reliable evidence of effectiveness. We propose an alternative model, using timely randomised controlled trials within routinely collected data sources, to establish which drugs are relatively effective. The current arrangement encourages early access to drugs, with high prices but uncertain benefits, whereas our proposal will provide high quality evidence for future decisions and therefore larger gains in population health.
The Cancer Drugs Fund was introduced in England in 2010-11 with a £50m (€58m; $65m) budget, which grew to £340m in 2015-16 without evidence of patient benefits.2 Since the reforms, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) is responsible for appraising all new cancer drugs, and the fund will pay for those drugs which have a chance of being judged cost effective, … 
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