FALLACIES:  Argumentum ad Verecundiam
“Katie Couric and the Celebrity Medicine Syndrome”

The TV host's episode on the dangers of the HPV vaccine has been debunked. But doctors can learn some lessons from the episode.
By Julia Belluz and Steven J. Hoffman    December 18, 2013

An email with the subject line "OMG" recently came from one of our mothers, and it contained chilling information about the HPV vaccine. "200 people have died from it," Mom claimed, "and it does not even last long enough to prevent cervical cancer."

Her source was not her doctor, a new study, or the Food and Drug 

Administration. Her information came from a recent episode of 
Katie Couric's ABC talk show about "all sides" of the "HPV 
controversy." Since then, most of the alarmist vaccine claims made 
in the episode have been debunked. But Mom remains a victim of 
celebrity medicine: She heard a warning from someone famous, 
believed it, and spread the misinformation.

Unfortunately, Mom is not alone. Celebrities have crept into our 
medicine cabinets and kitchens, influencing what pills we pop, tests we order, and foods we fear. More often than not, their advice and products are dubious. "Then why do so many people believe them?" Mom asked.

This time, we have an answer. One of us — Hoffman — just published a review of research on celebrity in the Dec. 18 issue of the British Medical Journal. It addresses this question.

The review draws on studies from a range of disciplines and synthesizes key narratives on celebrity followership. The conclusion? Our brains, psyches and societies appear to be hardwired to trust celebrities, whether on anti-vaccine antics or miracle medicines.

Economics tells us that we use celebrity endorsements as signals or shortcuts for judging qualities such as validity or relevance. So when Bill Clinton recommends veganism, his approval elevates animal-free eating even though his expertise lies more with foreign policy than nutrition.

The halo theory from marketing studies explains how celebrities' success in one area — say, acting — makes people presume they are competent in unrelated areas — say, medicine. This influences how we interpret their health messages no matter how nonsensical, and may explain why Gwyneth Paltrow has become a credible advisor on vitamin D deficiency, even though she didn't go to medical school nor is she a health expert.

Classical conditioning suggests that we learn to psychologically associate unrelated stimuli in a way that exposure to them achieves similar responses. This means warm feelings toward celebrities are stirred up in us by the things they pitch. It's no surprise, then, that PepsiCo paid Beyoncé $50 million to promote its products.

Neuroscience studies also help explain why these endorsements work on us. Brain scans have demonstrated that images of celebrities increase activity in our medial orbitofrontal cortices, the region responsible for forming positive associations. So if you're an Angelina Jolie fan, seeing her image lights up this part of the brain, making you more likely to think highly about whatever she is promoting, even when it's something extreme like a double mastectomy to prevent breast cancer.

Reason should help us overcome an illogical addiction to celebrity health advice. Questioning prescriptions from prominent people and asking about the evidence behind them could save us time, money and harm. But, as the science shows, celebrity influence is not rational.

The first step to addressing celebrity medicine is recognizing that it is a human vulnerability and a serious public health challenge. Doing that can empower us to think twice before we take advice from the stars.

We should also use these new insights to rethink how we promote healthy living and evidence-based decision-making. Actress and anti-vaccine activist Jenny McCarthy may be their arch-nemesis, but doctors and public health practitioners can learn from her. Making vaccines, exercise and oral hygiene as attractive as celebrities would be more valuable than any million-dollar endorsement deal and more effective than any detox diet. It might also save Mom from putting her most sacred asset — her health — into the well-manicured hands of famous people.

· Julia Belluz is a health journalist and a Knight Science Journalism Fellow at MIT. Twitter: @juliaoftoronto. 
· Steven J. Hoffman is an assistant professor of clinical epidemiology and biostatistics at McMaster University, a visiting assistant professor at the Harvard School of Public Health and a Trudeau scholar. Twitter: @shoffmania
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Related:  KATIE COURIC

· Katie Couric puts the anti-vaccination movement into the mainstream, By Michael Hiltzik, 12/4/13
· Katie Couric under fire for allegedly slanted report on HPV vaccine, By Meredith Blake, 12/5/13
· Katie Couric backs off from her anti-vaccine show--but not enough, By Michael Hiltzik, 12/10/13

Related:  JENNY McCARTHY

· on The View + the “University of Google”

· http://www.latimes.com/opinion/opinion-la/la-ol-jenny-mccarthy-abc-view-vaccines-20130909,0,5025477.story#axzz2o3emBclY 

· ARGUMENTUM AD VERECUNDIAM:

· improper use of authorities

· celebrity endorsements

· research from Economics, Psychology, Neuroscience

· examples

· ARGUMENTUM AD MISERICORDIAM:

· improper use of emotional evidence, emotional appeals

· here, scare tactics

· “fear-mongering”

· feeding our culture’s inherent distrust of authority (her, medical authorities coupled with the government which oversees that, vis-à-vis, FDA)
· LOGOS & ETHOS:

· cites study

· explains through various fields of study

· gives examples with each theory/field of study

· both authors’ credentials

· LA Times credibility/reputation
· UPSHOT:

· Critical Thinking Skills

· reason 

· questioning the motives, payment of endorsers

· asking for proof, support – GROUNDS & WARRANTS

· “evidence-based decision-making”

· thinking twice before making a momentous decision on serious issue

· dangers of believing the lies

· dangerous to our health, safety 

· personal & public safety

· “human vulnerability and a serious public health challenge”

· Medical Literacy

· “University of Google”  (and she was bragging about it!)

· ignorance = contagious

· hear ( believe ( spread

· realizing the influences on our choices

· free will?

· realization = empowerment
· knowledge = power

· think twice, consult professionals, seek 2nd opinions (from professionals) 
· make the best choice – based on facts, not gossip, fear-mongering

· “fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me”

· WHAT IF:

· What if the “healthy” things in this world were advertised as well as the “unhealthy” or downright dangerous?

· the good = exercise, proper diet, exercise, hard work, commitment, …

· we live in a MIRROR WORLD in which all that is “bad” is marketed as a virtue, while all that is “good” is mocked, dismissed, ignored, or portrayed as not cool, not sexy, not fashionable
FOR THE RECORD:  Celebrity advice: A Dec. 18 Op-Ed article on celebrities and health advice had a quote from a viewer who said that 200 people had died from the HPV vaccine, with Katie Couric's talk show as the source. The show reported that there have been more than 200 claims filed, including 11 from families who believe the vaccine caused their children's deaths.








