Don’t trust the post

Many celebrities and influencers promote medical tests through their

social media handles. Here Dani

he post looked sim-

ple enough: Kim

Kardashian, hair

pulled back in a

ponytail, posed in

front of an MRI
wearing scrubs branded with
the logo of medical imaging
company Prenuvo,

“Irecently did this @prenuvo
sean and had to tell you all about
this life-saving machine,” she
wrote. The MRI could pick up on
traces of cancer or other diseas-
es, she said,

But the post was too simple,
Brooke Nickel, public health
researcher at the University
of Sydney in Australia, thought
when she saw it in August 2023,
What about the possible harms?
The test might find an extreme-
ly early stage cancer that would
lead to invasive treatment,
even though it may never have
progressed to something more
serious. Kardashian's post
made it seem as if there were

only upsides.

That post, and others like
it, prompted Nickel to look into
how celebrities and influencers
promote increasingly popular
medical tests such as full-body
MRI scans. They also examined
posts for products that claim to
detect cancer in blood or analyse
a hormone linked to fertility,
testosterone levels and the gut
microbiome,

The results of that study,
which scrutinised nearly 1,000
TikTok and Instagram posts
from accounts with hundreds of
millions of combined followers,

. were published at the end of last
month. The paper found that an
overwhelming majority of these
posts were misleading, painting
an overly rosy picture of these
tests and rarely including scien-
tific evidence. Only 15 per cent
mentioned potential harms.
More than two-thirds came from
accounts with financial ties to
the products, like influencers
offering discounts and receiving
sales commissions.

“If this is how patients are
getting all their information,
it's really unfortunate, because
it's completely acting like med-
ical tests are a new cool pair
of sneakers,” said Dr Rebecca
Smith-Bindman, director of the
Radiology Outcomes Research

 —

Laboratory at the University
of California, San Francisco in
the US, who was not involved in
the study.

ne of Nickel's concerns
O was that test results

could lead to overdiagno-
sis, or identifying problems that
would most likely never have
warranted treatment. Overdi-
agnosis can lead to costly and
invasive procedures that may be
unnecessary.

“That’s a tough concept for
people to get, that more infor-
mation could be harmful,” said
Dr Michael Pignone, vice-chair
for quality and innovation at the
Duke University School of Med-
icine, US. “To do justice to why
more information is not always
better oftentimes requires more
than 140 characters.”

Some of the tests the re-
searchers looked at advertised
benefits that were not support-
ed by evidence, like the test for
anti-Miillerian hormone. The

new study found posts heavi-
ly marketing the test to young
women as a way to assess their
fertility potential. Women might
act on their results and choose to
freeze their eggs or undergo ex-
pensive treatments, even though
AMH cannot reliably predict
general fertility.

It's possible that a test like a
full-body MRI could save lives,
Dr Smith-Bindman said. But the
vast majority of MRIs conduct-
ed in patients who do not have
any symptoms will likely lead to
“just finding things that there’s
no benefit to finding”, she said.

Christine Alabastro, a
spokesperson for Prenuvo,
wrote in a statement to The New
York Times that “while conver-
sations around overdiagnosis
are important, our approach
is designed to maximise mean-
ingful insights while mini-
mising unnecessary interven-
tions”. She added that one in
20 people who undergo a Prenu-
Vo scan “discover a potentially

lifesaving finding”.

Prenuvo does not pay any-
one to promote its products, but
it does offer free or discounted
scans to high-profile figures.

round half of the posts
that researchers re-
viewed encouraged view-
ers to get these tests themselves,
despite the fact that there is not
strong evidence that they im-
prove outcomes for healthy peo-
ple, the authors wrote. Some also
encouraged consumers to buy
specific treatments, such as tes-
tosterone replacement therapy.
“They're selling it as a way
of taking control of your health
and empowerment,” Nickel said.
Part of what makes these
posts so compelling, experts
said, is the personal stories that
influencers often shared, such
as Kardashian's note that the
Prenuvo scan had saved the lives
of her friends. Roughly one-
third of the posts examined fea-
tured such an anecdote.

Blum tells you what they won’t
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“It's really hard for someone
to argue against, or look at the
scientific evidence, when there’s
a person in front of you, and
it's a story about how they got a
benefit from this test, or this test
might have changed their lives,”
Nickel said.

If you see a post discussing
medical tests on social media,
ask yourself whether it is trying
to convince you of something,
rather than just providing in-
formation, suggested Tara Kirk
Sell, a senior scholar who stud-
ies misinformation at the Johns
Hopkins Center for Health Secu-
rity, US. You should also consid-
er whether a post acknowledges
what scientists don’t yet know
about a particular test or topic.

Keep in mind that personal
stories “trigger an emotional
response” that draws you in, Sell
said. “It may be for good reasons.
It may be for bad reasons. Butit’s
a technique.”
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