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Epidemiology, Ideology, & Ethics: Rock, Paper, Scissors…

Democratic candidates for President of the United States addressed an array of expected topics during their recent televised debate: the war in Iraq; the threat of Iran; health insurance; the economy.  I’ll leave it to political analysts to assess how they did on those topics.  

But they were also asked if the legal drinking age should be lowered, and if 2nd graders should be read a story in class about a prince who marries another prince.  The candidates’ answers were based mostly on their personal ideologies, but these questions actually cry out for epidemiology, and that’s where I come in.
Epidemiology, the study of health patterns in populations, is to the practice of public health what rocket science is to space flight.  The mission in both cases is put together after data are gathered, numbers crunched, and the course that leads to desired goals clearly plotted.  Or at least, that’s how it should be.
The question about the legal drinking age was posed to the candidates on behalf of a mother of two teenage sons.  This mother reasonably noted that her sons were old enough to enlist in the military, to fight and die for their country, but not legally old enough to order a beer.  She thought that was hypocritical, and suggested that the legal drinking age be lowered.
The more prominent candidates in the debate- including Senators Clinton and Obama- disagreed.  Senators Biden and Dodd disagreed even more emphatically, recounting the many ills of alcoholism.  At least two of the lesser-known candidates supported a reduction in the legal drinking age, agreeing that those old enough to fight and die for their country are old enough to imbibe.  What none of the candidates said was: it depends.

Whether or not the legal drinking age should be lowered should depend on what the effects of setting the legal drinking age at any given threshold actually are.  If we have data to show that a legal drinking age of 21 reduces alcohol-related deaths as compared to 18, then there is a strong argument against lowering the standard.  The fact that young people die tragically in military combat is not an excuse to let more of them die tragically, or kill others, in alcohol-related car crashes.  Whether or not we should raise the age of military enrollment can be a topic for another day.
In general, epidemiology should trump ideology.  Ideology is a cluster of beliefs and preferences, but if these are at odds with the known facts, they are hardly a useful guide to policy.  

On the other hand, there is a point at which epidemiology must yield to ethical considerations, and the basic values of our society.  It may be that a legal drinking age of 22, or 28, or 33 reduces deaths as compared to 21.  Should we raise the legal drinking age higher still?  At some point, there is an unacceptable loss of autonomy we simply won’t tolerate.  After all, we tried prohibition once, and it didn’t work out too well.  Epidemiology is a more appropriate basis for policy than ideology, but it too must surrender at times to other considerations.

The candidates were also asked if they would be comfortable having a story read to second graders in school about a prince in a classic fairy-tale adventure who marries not a princess, but another prince.  The candidates gave the democratic version of the politically correct answer, talked about diversity, and for the most part said: yes.
I confess that as a parent, my answer would be no, I’m not “comfortable.”  But that doesn’t mean I’m against it.  I want some data.

What I want to know is whether that lesson cultivates tolerance- which I absolutely do favor, or actually influences the thinking of young children in a way that could alter their behavior.  I would love my children no matter what lifestyle choices they make, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have preferences.    
Ends don’t invariably justify means, but it is the ends that establish what means mean: means to what?  Tolerance and reduced alcohol-related deaths are both worthy ends, and the means to them warrant support.  Inducing confusion or anxiety in young children, or inviting more teenagers to die in car crashes would be bad choices not because of ideology regarding means, but because of data regarding ends.
The factors that should guide our policy decisions are like the elements in the game, rock-paper-scissors.  Ideology tends to be a hard, unyielding rock.  It loses to paper- such as the paper on which epidemiologic facts might be written.  But paper in turn loses to scissors, our core values, which might cut right through data to a choice we are simply not willing to forego.  Unfortunately, the way this game is played in the real world, the rock at times simply smashes everything else to smithereens.  
Public policy decisions should be made on the basis of their actual effects.  Such effects can and should be studied.  The more we know about ends, the better prepared we are to choose means.  Sometimes the best answer is: it depends.

-fin
Dr. David L. Katz; www.davidkatzmd.com 
