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HEALTH

A Checkup and a Check and Another Check

A doctor examines the physical exam

By Dr. Jack Stanzler

What is a routine physical check-up?
It is an examination by your doctor when
nothing is wrong with you. It is also a
means for doctors to make some
additional money. I would suggest that
if you are really concerned about your
health, (and you seem healthy, without
symptoms and under 40 years of age),
you would be better off if you took in a
good movie, visited a friend, or did
something you've been putting off for a
while. The physical examination will
probably confirm what you already
know; namely, that you are healthy. It
may, though, result in a worsening of
your health. Doctors are Dbasically
trained to deal with diseases. They can
diagnose obscure diseases never seen
outside of a S0 square mile area of
Southern Borneo, but their training is
generally inadequate in relating to
human beings whaicver the state of
their health

Most doctors really want to help
people, but the system makes it difficult
for them to proceed in an honest, caring
manner. 1 hope you will keep this in
mind as you read this.

If you are seeking a complete check-
up and are healthy, you are probably a
victim of the propaganda peddled by the
health professions that you should have
regular, annual examinations. These
are supposed to be beneficial to your
health or are supposed to detect disease
early enough to change its course and
thus prolong or better your life—or
some other myth.

Most doctors help to potentiate these
myths because they have been taught to
believe them also. In a study of 350
executives, it was noted that of those
who died, 50 percent had had no
suggestion of trouble on the physical
examination preceding their deaths.

Your examination will be rewarding
to your doctor for many reasons,
especially when the economy is bad,
since this visit provides the doctor with
a good fee and is without risk to him.
The result will be positive since you are
healthy, providing nothing is done to
injure your body during the testing
(such as use of drugs.)

Few malpractice suits occur with
these examinations. Since he threat of
malpractice suits is very vppressive to
doctors and is an important factor in his
decision-making and his every day life,
he appreciates performing acts such as
these in which he is not threatened.

A good check-up consists of a
dialogue between you and your doctor in
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‘There! | think we got it all. Close the wallet, doctor

which he asks you questions about your
life and possible symptoms in order to
ascertain whether there may be trouble
with your heart, kidneys, lungs, liver
and all the other systems in your body.
He will then examine your entire body
to see if any abnormalities are present.
This process may take 30-90
minutes and is the most important part
of your check-up.

Most insurance companies, though,
pay the doctor the least amount of
money for this effort. Some doctors have
forgotten that this is the most important
part and have come to depend more and
more on laboratory tests, x-rays, radio-
isotopes and other tests for which
insurance will pay. Since these tests are
more profitable, even if they are less
valuable to you and your health, they
have become overused. Because of this,
and because insurance companies sell
themselves on their willingness to pay
for these tests, most people have come
to believe that these tests are more
important than the doctor’'s examina-
tion.

In addition, people have come to
believe that as long as their insurance
pays for it, why not have all the tests?
Since many doctors have come to
underrate their own abilities, or because
they will not be paid as well by
insurance companies for their own
skills, doctors order more and more lab
tests, Some of these tests are totally
unnecessary, but the doctor knows he
can be paid directly from insurance
payments for the tests, rather than
directly from your pocket.

During the routine check-up the
doctor may perform simple blood counts
and analysis of your urine. These tests
are cheap and relatively harmless, but
they give little additional information.

Some "‘routine’’ tests for cancer may
be performed. Since many people enter
the doctor's office with a deep, and
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perhaps unrecognized fear of cancer, it
is difficult to assure you that most of
these tests are overused and unneces-
sary on a routine basis. We have
become over-programmed in our society
to a fear of cancer, and I believe that
routine use of these tests heightens our
already paralyzing fear of **The Big C"’.

Let’s look at some tests which have
little or no value in a routine physical
check-up.

One of these is the chest x-ray. If you
worry about cancer, you should know
that people who have regular chest
x-rays fare no better with respect to
cancer detection or treatment than those
who do not have chest x-rays. If you are
a non-smoker, a chest x-ray is even less
important. If vou smoke, more frequent
chest x-rays may be more important. If
you don’t smoke and aren’t exposed to
dangerous fumes above and beyond the
air of our city, a chest x-ray every 5
years or so after the age of 40 would be
sufficient—if not excessive. Radiation
from chest x-rays is low, but remember,
it all adds up. (By the way, have you
noticed how many more x-rays are taken
each year for the same kind of study and
how often follow up films are re-
quested? Remember that radiologists
are paid for each study and also fear
malpractice suits).

G.I. x-rays are x-rays of your stomach
(upper G.L.) and large intestine (lower
G.L.). Both tests are expensive and
expose you to a significant degree of
radiation. Neither test is worthwhile for
routine health check-ups.

There is at least a 20 percent rate of
disagreement between radiologists over
the interpretation of the same x-rays
and a 20 percent disagreement when the
same radiologist reads the same x-rays
at a different time. All in all, the total
radiation from our environment, mul-
tiple x-rays, dental x-rays, radioisotope
use and other sources of radiation really
concerns me.

Pulmonary Functi.  tests help meas-
ure your capacity 1+ breathe. The cost
varies from $20 t. several hundred
dollars depending «n the degree of
“*sophistication’’. These tests are all a
waste of your money and time if you are
healthy. You may notice that if you
smoke, you are often getting short of
breath. That's the same test—only
cheaper. Not as fancy, but, by and
large, just as informative.

Electrocardiograms (EKGs or ECGs)
are measurements of the electrical
activity of your heart. Like x-rays, there
is a tremendous variability between
doctors reading these tests (20 percent)
and, similarly, when the same person
reads the same tracings at another time.
In many studies, as many as 25-55
percent of readings taken on normal
individuals, were reported as abnormal.
Just last week, I saw a series of normal
EKGs taken on a healthy, 26-year old
woman. All were reported differently by
several physicians and all were reported
as abnormal.

Stress testing for routine examination
is one of the most colossal wastes of
money and time. The cost may be as
high as $250. During the test you
perform exercises on a treadmill or
bicycle while an electrocardiogram is
being run in the hope that the stress will
bring out abnormalities of your heart
not detectable by other methods. Others
use it to confirm ‘‘normal’’ response to
stress and thus assure you that you are
normal. Unfortunately, many normal
people produce falsely abnormally tests.
Incidentally, many people with heart
disease produce normal stress tests.

Laboratory blood tests are a very high
profit item for laboratories, hospitals
and many physicians since many doc-
tors own all or some part of the
laboratory to which your blood will be
sent. For many physicians, this amounts
to tens of thousands of dollars each
year. These tests are of little or no value
in routine physicals or indeed even with
iliness.

Testing is notoriously innaccurate.
Over 25 percent of all testing in the
United States is in error, Over 12 billion
dollars was spent last year for these
tests. Only 20 percent of the nation’s
laboratories produce reliable results 90
percent of the time.

In summary, it's really great for a
doctor to reassure you of your good
health. Doctors rarely cure anybody, so
being able to report to you (what you
already know) that you are healthy gives
doctors good feelings—especially when
the financial reward is so high. Even if
some of the tests are abnormal because
of error, and you are erroncously
believed to be ill because of that error,
remember that there is still nothing
wrong with you—just something wrong
with the lab. Your chance of recovery is
excellent, unless, because of the er-
roneous lab result, treatment is started,
such as the use of drugs. This could
alter your good health. Hopefully, the
test will be repeated (for more money)
and then found to be normal and a
“*miraculous cure'” will have taken
place. In one study of normal people,
197 out of 200 were cured of their
laboratory abnormalities by repeating
the lab tests.

Under these circumstances, if treat-
ment is started, the only problem you
have is to survive that treatment without
doing damage to your previously
healthy body. Fortunately, since your
body was healthy to begin with, you’ll
probably be able to survive with no
permanent damage.

Dr. Juck Stanzier is a senior attending
physician in the department of medicine
at Flint Osteopathic Hospital.






