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A Top Woman Doctor Tells
How to Get Past the Hype to the Truth

BY Susav J. BLovENTHAL, MDD

rom the dasngers of diet
drugs to the “miracle” of
melatonin, from beease
cancer breakchroughs to
holiscic help for heart
disease, from sound

i bites on vitamin supple-
ments to advice abour IV protection,
news reports on medical advances can
betng you solid informarion, false hope
ot unwarranted anxiery.

READING BETWEEN
TorE HeapiiNes

With the constant explosion of medical
advances and research findings, noc a
week goes by withour another confus-
ing-or conflicting health message in
the media. A few monchs ago, for ex-
ample, a newspaper headline declared,
ENZYMES MAY PLAY KEY ROLE IN BREAST
CANCER. A wire sefvice spread the news,
STUDY SUGGESTS "ON" SWITCH FQR
BREAST CANCER. These stories, the results of a press confer-
eace held by scientises ac the State University of New York
at Srony Brook, were based on research showing thar many
breasc cumors have an elevated amount of an enzyme called
MAP (mitogen-activated protein) kinase.

Bur a week later, another headline appeared: FALSE HOPE
ON BREAST CANCER? The story called the excitement over
the discovery “premature.” What happened? Several re-
perters had failed 1o nore thar the study was very small,
measuring the enzyme levels of fewer than 30 woemen, and
that elevated levels of MAP kinase are found in many types
of cells, not just cancerous ones. So while the sciencific
community understood that this new study was only a
small piece of a very complicated puzzle, the media pur 100
much emphasts on it in early reports. The lesson? It's es-
sential co be discerning when reading
health informanion.

Some news reports are comprehensive,
but maost are skerchy and mcomplerce,
often because the media are short on
time or space. Others are designed just
to grab the public’s actention. To inter-
pret medical news and put it in perspec-
tive, it helps to understand the sefection
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processes that take place long before 2
repocter types her firse word. A 199
report in the Journal of the American Med-
wal Association suggested that che media
are likelier to report on studies wich
alarming findings (for example, when an
environmencal factor is suspecred of be-
mg linked to cancer} than comforting
news (when no link is found). A scudy
published tasc year in the Armals of Inter-
nal Medicine hints thac medical joutnals
themselves may have a bias agamnst pub-
lishing studies thac fail to find 2 connec-
tion berween a substance and a disease.
And the American Journal of Prblic
Health teports thar the media most often
cover findings from one or two well-
known journals and often overlook stud-
ies in lesser-known periodicals;

There are several questions you
should ask when evaluating news of
medical “breakthroughs™
* How powerful is the proof? There
are two major types of studies: ebservational, where scien-
tsts dook ac which subjects were exposed 10 which risk
factorts and draw conclusions about how theic health was
affected, and experimental, in which people or animals are
actvely exposed to 2 parricular substance or behavior so
their reaction to it can be measured. Experimental scudies
are usually stronger chan observational ones when ic comes
to proving wherher something actually causes a disease,
but they aren'c always possible for ethical reasons. For ex-
ample, scientists wouldn'e explore alcohol's effects on fetal
development by asking pregrant women to drink three
glasses of wine a day.

* Was che research done on humans? Studies with
animals can provide imporeant information as to which
theories hold promise for scudies in humans. Bur they

To make sense of medical news. it
helps to understand the selection
processes that rake place long before
areporter types her first word.
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shouldn’t be considered condlusie,
becnuse what worke an aninads anghe
not wock for oy For example. vou
may have read recendy abog s -
rhoke necaar bemy rubibed an e
skin afrer sun exposure 1o biedp pre-
vent shan canver. Bar botore vou seare
bachiog o arachoke juice. pray aeen -
non o che subsjecs of che CrpeHmen
hairless e

= Was the study done an wornen
Nor ealy are human studies reneolly
stronger, bue research done specifieal -
ly on women 15 betier when it comes
re making decisions abour our healch
lake exercrse: One widely publicized
study from Harvard University sug-
geseed thar exercisers live fonger An-
other study, from Lawrence Berkeley
Nacional Laboratory in Berkeley, CA.

£y ¥ \ a1,

people Astadye due sanab o e
[()l\l\ (SRR NS "r|l\ ;\I(' L'l](_)u_’!} !”il}l{]l,i'
Do bor o o ke fiem s Lo
= How ¢l fil\dlﬂ_g\' COr e o e
viows staches” Research thar bodds
w4 toundation o oo imdags
wvalbe mwore relialde than rosearc by
thar dussnt Here 100, studs wise 1
imporoant A new bndog trom asceds
ot LON0 people nugh be wnportang
and fewd o tureher research. Burt st o
seuwdy of 100 000 reople has airead.
led o a ditferent conclusion. che
LO00-person study s less smporsan:

+ Was the research published? Sci.
encises otten Arse present cherr find-
ings a2t medscal conferences, where
therr results are prcked up by medin
from all over the councry But chus
publicrty 15 somerimes premacuce.

[l vou belteve that a news repor
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came o similar conclusion Yeo doc-
rors van’t make exercise recommenda-
uens for women solefy on the basis of
these indings. because both studies
were done exclusively on men
Fortunately, the Natoral Insarures
of Health in Bethesda, MDY now re.
quires thar women and minornnes be
inclucted in publicly funded climeal
research. Buc women are scrll exclud-
ed from some scudies conducred in
other countries or by privage mdustry,
so one uf the Most important ques-
vons eo ask remains, " Were women
stucdied?” (Unril more is known abour
the exervise connection, ir's probably
wise to keep hitting the gym )
* How large was the studv? Lase
July a muajor ware secvice carried this
headline: 11GH 8LOOD PRESSURE MAY
SHRINK BRAIN IN ELDERLY. \While (he
study, from the Nacional Institute on
Aging 0 Bethesda, MD, may evenru-
aly lead o luether research on che
treatiment of blood pressure and (he
prevennon of memory foss, the wige
stary did noc repore thae thas gl

ivestianion looked ar fewer thian 50

because the rescarch may noc b cone-
plece enough yer to be submicred o 1
medrcal journal, wrhere tes reliabiliy
would be reviewed by other sorensisrs
befere publicacion. On the ather
hand. even if a studv's resuls are an -
published 1t Joesnt mean they re n-
signiﬁcanr. [t just means ¢ oo carlv
to base decisions on the study

* Who pard for the stach ? When
dnsg companies develop producrs,
they create pubhicity campa:gns and
SOMENIMES pay sCIentsts ta speak owe
in support of their clarms. A Washin,,-
ton radio seation recently reported on a
study suggesning that a con.pound
found in sne might reduce the resk of
breast cancer The newscaster didnt
mention that the news conference
where the hndings were anneunced
was sponsored by 2 wine indusery
group. aor did he discuss the potens il
nisks of alcotmi consumpuion, includ.
ing hiver discase and alcolohsm

» How great an increase i cisk e
we tatking about? The s ofen
find 1t eusrest (0 present tevean b

resules i terms of percentapes For




=
o

o B

exampile, repores on a 1991 study

Gynecology noted that women who

breast cancer before age 35. Those

en younger than age 15 is accually
quite low 1o begin with. So in this

very frightening report.

-How 1o Do Your Oww
HEALTH RESEaRcH

health finding mighe be relevant to
you, get a copy of the study. It's re-
markably easy: If you hear abouc a
study on TV or the radio, check the
newspaper for more information;
there you'tl often find a mencion of

published in the journal Obsrerrics and

take oral contracepcives are 40% [ike-
tier than women who don't co develop

who saw che 40% figure in che press
may noc have realized, however, char
the rate of breast cancer among wom-

case even a2 40% increase amounss o
a fairly small number: three addition-
al cases of breast cancer per 100,000
women. Taking a closer look ac num-
bers Itke this can put 2 whole differ
ent slant on whar sounds ac firse like 2

If you believe that a news report of a
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Cetting the Faets

Even if you don't have access to 4
medical library, you can find the
latest research reports by contact-
ing one of the following soucces:
- Medline, wv(rw,ncbi.nlm,nih.govf
PubMed, contains brief summaries
of findings from scientific jouraals.
Journalises have long used this
National Library of Medicine
secvice, which was recently made
available free to the public.
- The National Women's Health
Informacioa Ceater, 800.994-
WOMAN, provides access co hun-
dreds of health resources, including
summaries of studies published in
many cutrent medical journals.
- Healthfinder, www.healthfinder.
gov, 3 Website sponsored by
the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services, leads you to
other reliable online sources of
healch informarion.

the soucce of the study, usnally a
medical journal. Large libraries carry
popalat journals or can el you
where co find chem. You can also
search for a study online. (For my
favorite sources, see “Getting the
Faces,” above )

When you have a copy of the study,
consult your doctor for help interprec-
ing how the findings apply to you.
Also consider your family and person-
al medical history before applying
niew research to your healeh, If a study
hnds chat 2n aspitin a day mighe help
ptevent heart aceacks, it may be fine
for some people but dangerous to you
if, for example, you have an ulcer.
Similarly, if you read that wine helps
prevent heart disease but you have a
family hiscory of aleoholisin, you need
to tread more carefully,

The media play a critical role in
educating and raising awareness
about important healch issues, bur
before you take findings to heart (or
any other body part), become an edu-
cated consumer: Do a litdle investiga-
tive reporting of your own. 4

Susan J. Blumenthal, M.D., is an assis-
tant U.S, surgeon geneval in 1he department
of Health and Human Services.



