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A fter seeing or hearing celebrity pitch-
es for cancer screening, Americans are

more likely to get screened, found a DMS
study. But the authors of the paper, pub-
lished in the Journal of the National Cancer
Institute, say the well-meaning, passionate
pleas of people like Katie Couric, Rosie
O’Donnell, and Norman Schwarzkopf
may not be good for the public.

“Celebrity endorsements of cancer
screening tests typically consist of one-
sided messages either asserting that the
celebrity’s life was saved by a cancer
screening test or suggesting that the life of
a loved one was lost due to a failure to be
screened,” says Steven Woloshin, M.D.,
coauthor of the study. 

Two-edged: But the decision to undergo
screening is more complex than such ads
imply. “Early detection of cancer will help
some people, but it can create problems
for others, such as unnecessary testing and
treatment,” the authors explain. “Conse-
quently, screening is increasingly recog-
nized as a two-edged sword.” (For more on
this subject, see page 40.)

To find out how influential celebrity
messages about cancer screening are, the
researchers surveyed a nationally repre-
sentative sample of 360 women aged 40 or
older and 140 men aged 50 or older. They
asked the women if they’d “seen or heard
celebrities like Rosie O’Donnell and Nan-
cy Reagan talk about getting mammo-
grams”; 73% said they had. Men were
asked if they’d “seen or heard celebrities
like Norman Schwarzkopf talk about get-
ting PSA tests”; 63% said they had. And
men and women over 50 were asked if
they’d “seen or heard celebrities like Katie
Couric talk about getting a sigmoidoscopy
or colonoscopy”; 52% said they had. 

Next, those who responded “yes” to
the first questions were asked if the mes-
sages had made them more likely to have
the screening test, less likely, or neither. It

turned out the effect was significant—
“more likely” responses totaled 25% for
mammography, 31% for PSA, and 37% for
sigmoidoscopy or colonoscopy.

Likely: “There’s not a lot out there that
can get 25% of people to say that they are
more likely to get screened,” says Robin
Larson, M.D., M.P.H., lead author of the
paper. The same team also just published
a study on advertising by academic med-
ical centers (see the facing page). 

“Screening is really a complex issue,”
says Larson. “Americans are very enthusi-
astic about screening, and they don’t per-
haps understand that there are down-
sides.” She and her coauthors are also con-
cerned about the effect of celebrity en-
dorsements on doctor-patient relation-
ships. “It makes it harder for you,” she says,
“when you do go to your doctor and try to
have a balanced conversation about some-
thing when you have this emotional, in-
fluential person saying, ‘Go get screened.
I might not be alive now if I hadn’t.’”

The goal of messages about screening
“should not be to persuade but to inform,”
the authors conclude. “Thus, we see no
obvious role for celebrity endorsements of
cancer screening.”        Jennifer Durgin

Pleas are persuasive, but are they positive?

According the the latest data available from the
Association of American Medical Colleges, DMS is
21st among the nation’s 125 medical schools in
grant income per basic-science faculty member.

Risk assessment

Many female reproductive factors—such as

taking oral contraceptives, having children

at a given age, or receiving estrogen replace-

ment therapy (ERT)—do not seem to affect

a woman’s risk of developing pancreatic

cancer, says a study by DMS’s Eric Du-

ell, Ph.D. But the findings, published in

the American Journal of Epidemiology, did

suggest that women who reach menopause at

age 45 or older may be more likely to get

pancreatic cancer, as well as that oral con-

traceptives and ERT may lower the risk for

current and former smokers.

Oh, oxygen  

Many preemies need respirators because their

lungs can’t process enough oxygen from the

air. But high concentrations of oxygen in-

hibit lung-cell growth and, a new DMS study

shows, protein synthesis. In the American

Journal of Physiology, a team led by Jeffrey

Shenberger, M.D., revealed the mechanisms

by which hyperoxia—too much oxy-

gen—hinders the creation of proteins

that are essential for lung develop-

ment. “Whereas a great deal has been

learned regarding the activation of cell cy-

cle checkpoints and DNA repair pathways

by hyperoxia,” the paper said, “little atten-

tion has been paid to the process whereby hy-

peroxia impairs translation.” Until now.
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Appeals by celebrities like the one below are ef-
fective—but a DMS study questions their effect.


