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What is health literacy? 
Ø Public	Health	Agency	of	Canada	defines	heath	literacy	as	the	ability	
to	access,	comprehend,	evaluate	and	communicate	informa>on	as	a	
way	to	promote,	maintain	and	improve	health	in	a	variety	of	seDngs	
across	the	life-course.	

Ø Health	literacy	is	ul>mately	about	what	cons>tutes	a	truly	healthy	
lifestyle	(e.g.,	diet,	exercise,	environment,	etc.)	

Ø Health	advice	and	informa>on	is	easily	available	from	newspapers,	
TV,	the	Internet,	social	media,	and	celebri>es,	yet	health	literacy	
levels	in	Canada	remain	low	



Public distrust of science 
PEW RESEARCH Centre Report on The Public and Scientists’ 
views on Science and Society from January 29, 2015 
 

Ø 79% of the 2,000 adults surveyed think science has “made life easier 
for most people.”  

 
Ø 71% think that investment in science ultimately pays 
 
Ø Yet, there is a sizable opinion gap between the general public 

and scientists on a broad range of science and technology 
topics, and biomedical science in particular 

 
http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/01/29/public-and-scientists-views-on-science-and-
society/ 
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Celebrity medicine 



Celebrity medicine is a 
growing phenomenon 

Ø PLOS (The Public Library of Science) Blog 
defined “celebrity medicine” as one of 
the top five public health stories for 
2013 

Ø  This placed “celebrity medicine” together 
with events like the spread of polio in 
Syria; the decision of AMA to classify 
obesity as disease; the infant “functionally 
cured” of HIV  

Ø Studies have established strong biological, 
psychological, and social bases for 
people’s veneration of celebrities and trust 
in their medical advice 

Ø Celebrities’ health advice motivate people 
to adopt new behaviours and alter 
attitudes and beliefs on health issues	



Celebri6es have impact on individual health-related decisions 

•  An Australian study found that celebrities 
appear central to TV news coverage of 
specific cancers, especially breast cancer 

 
•  Nancy Reagan’s breast cancer in late 1987 led 

to a decrease in breast-conserving surgery in 
her demographic group (50–79 years) and 
among women with lower income and 
educational status 

•  Kylie Minogue’s breast cancer diagnosis in 
2005 resulted in an unprecedented increase in 
screening by mammography in Australia (e.g., 
bookings for mammograms rose by 40% in 
four Australian states) 



Angelina Jolie’s op-ed in NY Times

I have a “ faulty” gene, BRCA1, 
which sharply increases my risk 
of developing breast cancer and 
ovarian cancer. My doctors 
estimated that I had an 87 
percent risk of breast cancer and 
a 50 percent risk of ovarian 
cancer, although the risk is 
different in the case of each 
woman. Only a fraction of 
breast cancers result from an 
inherited gene mutation. Those 
with a defect in BRCA1 have a 
65 percent risk of getting it, on 
average.  



Jolie’s preventive mastectomy: Did media get it right? 
Ø Content	analysis	of	press	
coverage	in	elite/high	
quality	newspapers	in	
Canada,	US,	and	the	UK,	
May	13	-	June	12,	2013	
1)  Large,	broadsheet	format	
2)  More	text	overall	and	

longer,	more	serious	ar>cles	
3)  Focus	on	“hard	news”	(i.e.,	

economics,	na>onal	and	
interna>onal	poli>cs)	

4)  Content	intended	for	a	
more	educated,	middle	to	
high	class	audience	

5)  Higher	quality	of	journalism	
and	standards	of	ethical	
prac>ce	



How was Jolie’s mastectomy portrayed? 
Media framed Jolie’s medical 
choice primarily as brave and 
courageous – 38.8% of the 
articles 

An overall positive slant towards 
Jolie’s mastectomy – 57.3% of 
the articles 



•  69.9% highlighted the increased 
risk of hereditary breast/ovarian 
cancer for carriers of BRCA1/2 
gene mutations 

•  The gene patenting controversy 
was the primary focus in 10.7 % 
of the news stories 

Important issues concerning predictive genetic testing 
were considered 



Ø Only 18% of articles mentioned the possible drawbacks of 
preventive mastectomy 

Ø Only 11% of articles cautioned that Angelina Jolie’s story could 
influence women to chose preventive surgery without having an 
assessment of their genetic risks 

Ø Most importantly, 68% did not mention the rarity of Jolie’s condition 
(e.g., that harmful BRCA1/2 mutations are relatively rare in the 
general population and account for only 5–10% of all breast cancers) 

 
Ø Overall media failed to emphasize the need for evidence-based 

assessment of breast cancer risk and preventive options 

Issues that were overlooked in the newspaper stories



Media hype surrounding Jolie’s 
mastectomy
Ø Jolie seems to have had a larger 

impact compared to other 
celebrities 

Ø She projects the image of a 
glamorous and strong woman and 
this may have lessened patients’ 
fears about a loss of sexual 
identity as a result of preventative 
surgery 

Ø Her educational op-ed may have 
encouraged those who had not 
previously engaged with health 
services to consider genetic 
testing 

	



	
				

The Angelina Jolie story did NOT increase the public understanding of 
breast cancer risks associated with BRCA1/2 muta6ons  


Less	than	1	in	10	adults	gave	accurate	answers	about	BRCA1	muta>ons	and	
breast	cancer	risk	

Women’s	percep>ons	were	less	accurate	than	men’s	



Impact on pa6ents’ choices of treatment op6on

In fact, only 10% of women diagnosed with breast 
cancer should consider such prophylactic 
mastectomy 

“There is a hyper awareness surrounding 
prophylactic mastectomy, and many women are 
choosing it without a clear understanding of why” 



Increased referrals for genetic counselling and testing  

Ø  Impact has been “long-
lasting and global.” In fact, 
Referrals for genetic 
counseling in the UK 
increased by 2.5 times 

Ø Referrals for genetic testing 
also increased, with seven 
Regional Genetics Centers 
seeing an 80% increase in 
full BRCA1/2 between July 
2013 and December 2013 
compared to the year prior 



What could librarians do to counter the negative 
influence of celebrity medicine? 
Ø Encourage people to read more 

about healthy lifestyles and 
health services 

Ø Speak about the validity of the 
celebrities’ advice  

Ø Recommend sources of 
reputable health information, 
especially when people seek 
information about the latest 
celebrity endorsement 
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