Excerpt, White Coat Wisdom, by Stephen J. Busalacchi


Cost High for Neglectful Men

Men take great pride in maintaining their cars, but when it comes to their own bodies, well, the wheels fall off. Dean Health System’s Doctor Robert Alt is convinced that men die younger than women largely because of self-neglect.


 In his own internal medicine practice, where he is Director of the Men’s Health Service, Alt systematically tries to even the odds for men by getting them into the office more regularly for preventive health check ups, as well as employing some other rather creative strategies. And he urges health insurance companies to do the same. It may just pay off in healthier lives and less expensive medical care. 

Doctor Alt told Madison author Steve Busalacchi that men need all the help they can get, when it comes to prevention.
-- 

At every stage of a male’s life, he suffers higher levels of morbidity and mortality than women. Although all the statistics show that males are, in small part because of biology, and large measure because of behavior, the more needy and weaker sex, we are taken care of, from a preventive health perspective, at a rate that’s half that of women. 


What’s required is a major educational effort to get guys to come in. We need institutions to make a commitment to see men at a frequency that we’re seeing women. 

It would require HMOs going through their statistics, their records, and saying, “Joe, you’ve been paying us premiums for the last five years and you haven’t seen a doctor or any other health professional in that whole time. We want to take care of you, and we want you to come in.” 


So do you recommend that all of your male patients in every age group see you every year?


Yes, I do. I start taking care of males and females when they’re 18. I use the testicular exam the way gynecology uses the pelvic. I use it as a realistic preventive health intervention, which I think is evidence-based. 


Every male from 15 to 35 should have an annual testicular exam by a health professional because those are the ages of the highest incidence of testicular cancer. They should also do monthly testicular self exams, which few know to do. It should be done by a health professional. Once I have a male there, then I can do all the other health measures which are important.

All my patients who should be taking aspirin are (now) taking aspirin. When I focused on this, I was astonished at the number of my patients who have high blood pressure or high cholesterol or diabetes who were not yet taking aspirin. It shocked me.


If an HMO wanted to distinguish itself to a health-purchasing group like General Motors, it would be strategic to reach out to men. We’re health professionals. We believe in prevention, so that a person doesn’t need to be sick to come in. 


Guys die five years younger than women. A lot of that is because of bad health behaviors. We, as professional care givers, should set as a top priority that we will reach out to men. We should do anything we can to get guys to come in for medical visits at a rate that approximates women’s. I’d like to say that to all the major health organizations throughout the United States.


If that were to happen, wouldn’t HMOs save money by catching illness early?


Theoretically, it would be valuable for health organizations to be doing preventive health, but you have to realize that health care organizations are driven by two motivations: one is altruism, the desire to keep people well, and the other is profit. 


Our organizations are financial entities just like any other financial entity. Their window is way shorter than the benefits that they may reap by taking care of somebody at an early age. In other words, my finding high cholesterol in a young man who’s 23 years old, may be beneficial to someone—certainly the patient when he’s 44—but that man may be in a whole different state, let alone our present health care organizations. 


Health care organizations don’t have the long view that is necessary, so something really needs to happen that enables us to value preventive health delivery at the time that it is delivered.


If we were in some sort of fee-for-service situation in a competitive marketplace, the health care organizations would be fighting over men because they don’t have to expand their geography. They just have to get men to come in.



Do you have a sense for whether you have a healthier population of male patients than the typical physician in Madison?

Well, that’s wishful thinking.  I don’t want to come across as boasting, but if I was to have a head-to-head comparison to Dr. A, B or C on completed more power of attorneys for health care, whether more of my patients have their gastrointestinal preventive health, etc. than these other doctors, then I’m doing a pretty good job.

There’s a large push for evidence-based medicine right now, and one of the weaknesses of evidence-based medicine is that it does not study the underserved well. If you ask me to scientifically prove the advantage of having a man come in to the clinic once a year for a visit, I would be hard pressed. I’m making my recommendation for an annual preventive health visit for men on the basis of common sense and the belief that preventive health interventions are valuable. 


I’d also base it on the fact that in the course of my visits with both men and women, their annual visits, I almost never fail to make an intervention which may be life saving. 
What is it about men that they don’t think it’s necessary to go in to see a doctor?


It’s thought to be macho. The male code permits men to have only one emotion, which is anger. We’re taught that big boys don’t cry. If it works, don’t fix it. Don’t sweat the small stuff. Those are all attitudes that lead us to overlook the small symptoms of what may become major problems at a time when we could do something about it.

The whole message is, again, “Don’t take care of yourself.” That by definition is what it is to be a man. To be a man is to be careless, to not be careful. In extreme cases, it’s to ignore the fact that you’re spitting up blood. 
As you look back at the profession you chose, and the emphasis you’ve put on men’s health, are you at all concerned about inadvertently creating the opposite problem—that men may come to the doctor for every little thing?

I had a quote on my bulletin board, “The less you think about your health, the better.” Now, that quote is relevant to about 50 percent of the people─a group of folks who are the worried well. For them, that quote is pertinent.


For the other 50 percent of folks, and many guys are in that population, they need to spend more time attending to their health needs and their ailments, and getting taken care of. If you believe in preventive health, you want to know a guy’s cholesterol when he’s 20; not when he’s 44 and has heart disease. It just doesn’t make sense to wait.

Stephen J. Busalacchi is author of White Coat Wisdom: Extraordinary doctors talk about what they do, how they got there and why medicine is so much more than a job www.whitecoatwisdom.com ©2010 Apollo’s Voice, LLC.
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