January 3, 2007
To the Editor:

The assertion by Dr. Welch and colleagues that epidemic overdiagnosis is "making us sick" is thoughtful, provocative, and mostly wrong.

To be sure, we overmedicalize at times.  A salient example is ever-more-common ADHD in children invited toward hyperactivity by school days devoid of all physical recreation, and goaded toward tenuous attention by a daily multimedia barrage.  Rambunctiousness is not a disease, and the remedy is recess, not Ritalin.

Welch and colleagues assert "overdiagnosis" more generally, but offer no evidence.  They blame medicalization and early testing, but ignore the countless lives saved outright by early testing (think Pap smear), the effects of a toxic environment (think obesity), and that longer lives tend to pick up more ailments along the way.
Welch and associates suggest we should back away from our stethoscopes, and fewer people will get hurt.  But better health does not follow from overlooking disease.  
Like my colleagues, I learned in medical school that too much of a good thing is not a good thing.  But I also recall advice against throwing out the baby with the bathwater.

-David L. Katz, MD, MPH, FACPM, FACP
Director, Prevention Research Center

Yale University School of Medicine
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