
 

Media coverage of health, especially disease
screening, is often not sufficiently nuanced
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The media covers health extensively, at no time more than during the
pandemic. But that coverage often is not sufficiently nuanced.
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In a JAMA Internal Medicine commentary focusing on media coverage
of disease screening, Regenstrief Institute Vice President and Indiana
University School of Medicine Associate Dean Aaron E. Carroll, M.D.,
and IU School of Medicine Assistant Professor of Pediatrics Tiffany S.
Doherty, Ph.D., write that while people are hungry for good news about
health, it does not serve them well for the media to provide good news
exclusively.

"The media can be a respectable source of information for patients and
their families as well as a useful public health tool, but only if media
coverage of health is nuanced and, of course, accurate," said Dr. Carroll.
"While our commentary focused on media coverage of screening tests
for cancer, dementia and other diseases, the same need for balanced
coverage should be applied to COVID-19 and other health concerns."

"We know that news coverage can influence anything from individual
health behaviors to health care practice and policy, and we know that the
associations can be positive," Drs. Carroll and Doherty write in the
commentary. But, they continue, "owing in part to the biased news they
hear about screening tests, patients often overestimate how much risk
reduction is associated with them and generally opt to receive them."

Harms from screening of adults with no symptoms include false
positives resulting in overdiagnosis and unneeded biopsies and treatment
procedures. The commentary concluded that the public is not well served
by media focusing exclusively on the upside of screening.

Given the media's pivotal role as an influencer of individual health
decisions, Drs. Carroll and Doherty encourage an open discussion with
journalists on the data behind early screening tests, specifically on the
need to focus on a risk-to-benefit ratio. This, they say, may assist in
disseminating a more informed message on the use of screening tests.
Encouraging disclosure or avoidance of conflicts of interest may also
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help to improve media coverage of health.

To best support medical decision-making and maximize public health
benefit of media coverage, the commentary authors call for making
patient expectations realistic rather than overly optimistic. Drs. Carroll
and Doherty suggest media stories include clear information about harms
as well as helping the public understand how to weigh benefits and
harms in making medical decisions.

The commentary, "Media Representation of the Benefits and Harms of
Early Testing: Implications for Public Health," accompanied a global
study of health coverage which examined 1,100 media stories on the
benefits, harms and conflicts of interest of five technologies: liquid
biopsy for cancers, three-dimensional mammography for breast cancer,
Apple Watch Series 4 electrocardiogram for atrial fibrillation, blood
biomarker tests for dementia, and artificial intelligence for dementia.
These stories, of which almost two-thirds focused on benefits of
screening without discussing harms, were published in newspapers,
blogs, magazines, broadcast media, podcasts and on the web.

  More information: Tiffany S. Doherty et al, Media Representation of
the Benefits and Harms of Early Testing, JAMA Internal Medicine
(2021). DOI: 10.1001/jamainternmed.2021.0275
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