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Hierarchical 
Structures in Biology 

as a Guide 
for New Materials 

Technology 

1994 

A recent discovery may lead to a better un
derstanding of the structures of biomateri
als that may result in the development of 
new synthetics with applications in the 
areas of aeronautics, biomedical research, 
and telecommunications. A new report 
from a committee of the National Research 
Council has presented the idea that current 
biomaterials may offer blueprints for new 
synthetics. Natural materials can provide 
lessons that will result in the development 
of new classes of synthetic materials. 

Biomaterials have a system of hierarchi
cal structures, which are formed when their 
individual units are combined to create 
larger and larger subunits. The report states 
that "learning to design and make syn
thetic composite materials that are struc
turally similar to mollusk shells could lead 
to stronger, stiffer, and more fracture-resis
tant materials for use in aircraft and space
craft." The continued study of biomaterials 
to test their attributes amid different sur
roundings would be useful. Teams of scien
tists and engineers will design and produce 
new synthetic materials with complexities 
similar to biomaterials. The researchers 
conclude that the academic and industrial 
sectors should join them by implementing 
educational programs based on the sys
tems' concepts and results. 
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Equity and Equality 
in Health 

1994 

The forty-fourth session of the World 
Health Organization's Regional Commit
tee for Europe met in Copenhagen, Sep
tember 12-16, 1994, to discuss equity 
and equality in health care. While some 
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may question the need to debate the con
cept of equity and equality in health care 
when there are serious problems of ill 
health to address, the report states that 
these issues are vital in making effective 
policy decisions on the major health 
challenges that confront us today. 

The committee's report outlines the is
sues of equity and equality in health care 
followed by an examination of the 
disparities in health care and in opportu
nities for promoting health among Euro
pean nations. The committee addressed 
several questions about the health care 
systems such as: is it ethical? is it fair? 
can we let these situations continue? The 
report further discusses what can be done 
to improve the situation. In the end, it 
explores possible steps that might be 
taken to address the dilemmas that were 
presented in this report. 
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Careers in Clinical 
Research 

Obstacles and 
Opportunities 

1994 

Concerns about the dwindling numbers 
of individuals choosing clinical research 
as a career path prompted the Institute of 
Medicine in 1991 to set up a 16-member 
committee to look into the matter. As 
part of its charge, the committee was 
asked to explore the issues and make 
specific recommendations to remedy the 
situation. 

The 344-page report defines the prob
lem in some detail. Speclfcally, it ex
plores how clinical research is conducted 
in the United States, tackles issues such 
as education, training, and research 
funding, and outlines why health profes
sionals become discouraged and what 
can be done to change this. A series of 
recommendations are made in the report 
to the US National Institutes of Health 
and other federal agencies supporting 
clinical research, universities and aca
demic medical centres, government, 
industry, foundations, and professional 
societies. 

The appendices contain the reports of 
the various task forces on clinical re
search in dentistry, nursing, clinical psy
chology, and surgery. 
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Research Strategies 
for Assessing Adverse 

Events Associated 
with Vaccines 

A Workshop Summary 

1994 

This document provides a summary of the 
proceedings of a workshop held on the sub
ject in Washington, DC, in December 
1993. Workshop participants included aca
demic researchers, members of vaccine 
safety advocacy groups, vaccine manufac
turers, health-care providers and represen
tatives of federally funded research institu
tions and government agencies. 

The participants were asked not to 
enter into the specifics about particular 
vaccines or adverse events, but to con
sider in more general terms how ques
tions related to such topics should 
be tackled in the future. A consensus 
of opinion was not sought, and any 
opinions stated in the report are those of 
individual participants. 

The three main topics discussed in the 
report are case reports and passive sur
veillance systems, large-linked databases 
and clinical trials. Introductory com
ments on each topic by a selected indi
vidual are followed by ·group discus
sions. Some discussion is given in the 
report to topics such as unvaccinated 
controls, the need for more information 
on the background incidence rates of 
the adverse events, adverse events with 
long latency periods, adverse events that 
are multifactorial in etiology, and the 
need for more basic research to under
stand the mechanisms of the adverse 
events. 
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