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Doohyun Sung is a philosopher specializing in the social epistemology of 
the biomedical sciences. Doohyun holds a doctoral degree from the Korea 
Advanced Institute of Science and Technology (KAIST), where he was 
supervised by Grant Fisher. Doohyun’s doctoral dissertation explores 
epistemic and non-epistemic issues unique to research method 
development and validation in toxicology. His other research interests 
include values in science, gatekeeping in science, the (social-
)epistemological basis of evidence-based medicine, and science 
communication.          

 

Persistence is Futile: On Pursuit and Futility Analysis in 

Pharmaceutical Research. 

Our project aims to produce a philosophical account of scientific pursuit via case 

study of futility monitoring in pharmaceutical research. According to a recent 

definition, futility monitoring is the assessment of the results of an ongoing 

clinical trial to determine whether the trial is unlikely to achieve its objectives 

(e.g., demonstrating efficacy). Based on analyses of the technical literature, we 

argue that futility monitoring motivates further exploration in at least three fields 

of philosophical inquiry. First, as a topic of social epistemology, futility monitoring 

motivates studies of scientific experimentation as a principal-agent problem. 

Second, as a topic of philosophy of science in practice, futility monitoring 

motivates reconceptualizing scientific experimentation as proof-of-concept 

research. Finally, regarding values in science, futility monitoring presents a 

complex picture of inductive risk management while indicating a need for 

advancing the current dispute on the feasibility and desirability of drawing 

distinctions between epistemic and nonepistemic values. We present several 

developing thoughts on how the three issues pertain to recent discussions on 

scientific pursuit. 


