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Research on Cancer is
renowned for producing
assessments of carcinogens.
But it appears that some of the
agency’s evaluations may
overstate the risks, for reasons
that tell us a great deal about
the science and politics of risk
assessment.
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The hazard symbol for carcinogenic chemicals.
(Photo credit: Wikipedia)

in life expectancy and improvements in health in
%  the developed world over recent decades, as a
society we are obsessively preoccupied with the
specter of hazards lurking in our environment and
consumer products.

Many factors have contributed to this ever-
increasing climate of fear, including the success of
the environmental movement; a deep-seated
distrust of industry; the public’s insatiable appetite
for stories related to health, which the media duly
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Epidemiologists have long been aware of the baleful
effects of contradictory findings reported in the
media, which confuse the public about what threats
to health are worth worrying about. However, only
recently have prominent epidemiologists begun to
critically examine their own discipline and to speak
out about the “false positives” — initial findings that
later prove to be wrong — that are latched onto by
the media, the public, advocacy groups, and

Do Smoking Bans regulatory agencies.
Really Save Lives?
If So, Whose? In 2005 the epidemiologist John Ioannidis

published a paper entitled “Why Most Research
Findings are False.” Among the factors contributing
to this reality, he cited methodological issues but
also researchers’ desire for their results to be

Capital Flows
Contributor

The Bad News ; rres
About the Good meaningful and the strong motivation of
News About professional advancement.

Chocolate

In the past several years, one of the most respected
institutions in the area of disease prevention has
come under scrutiny for allowing its assessments to
be colored by a bias toward positive results and to be
swayed by advocacy in the wider society.
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Since the early 1970’s the International Agency for
Research on Cancer (IARC), a part of the World
Health Organization, has produced assessments of
carcinogenic hazards for use by researchers and
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experience of IARC have felt compelled to
themselves from the agency’s approach to
evaluating carcinogenic hazards. Their critique goes
to the heart of the agency’s epistemology and its
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deliberative process.

TARC classifies the agents it evaluates into one of the following categories: 1 —
carcinogenic to humans; 2A — probably carcinogenic to humans; 2B —
possibly carcinogenic to humans; 3 — not classifiable as to its carcinogenicity
in humans; 4 — probably not carcinogenic to humans.

In its evaluation, IARC considers experimental evidence of carcinogenicity but
gives priority to human epidemiologic evidence. But — as pointed out by
Toannidis and others — epidemiologic studies are subject to high rates of false
positives. When IARC’s classification of individual agents is examined
critically it appears that the agency’s ratings may be systematically inflated.

For example, according to the critics, the classification of formaldehyde in
group 1 appears to be “particularly problematic,” being based primarily on two
positive studies, one of which has serious methodological flaws, while the
other shows inconsistent results.

Among the agents classed in Group 2B, possibly carcinogenic, are coffee and
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DDT, both of which have been extensively studied and found not be linked to
cancer.

In 2011 IARC classified cell phone use as “possibly carcinogenic,” when the
agency’s own review showed that the overall evidence overwhelmingly
indicated that cell phone use was not associated with increased cancer.

One has to ask what “possibly carcinogenic” means, if extensive evidence in
humans and animals points to no threat. A major problem with the IARC
process is that it makes it almost impossible to assign an agent to category 4 —
probably not carcinogenic. Of the roughly one thousand agents evaluated by
the agency exactly one is in this category.

A second problem with the IARC process — one that reinforces the
classification problem — is that some of the working groups convened to
assess a particular agent have included scientists who have carried out studies
on the agent under evaluation. It is fanciful to think that scientists who have a
vital stake in a particular question can evaluate the evidence, including their
own studies, dispassionately.

Finally, TARC reaches its assessments by consensus. But this can mean that
those who are more forceful and persuasive may influence the group
decision-making process. In addition, consensus implies a philosophic stance
which has nothing to do with science.

All three of these flaws came together in IARC’s assessment of cell phones:
undue emphasis on a small number of positive epidemiologic studies from a
single group, when the much larger body of studies indicated no elevated risk;
the improper influence of an activist researcher (the lead author of the
anomalous positive studies) on the deliberations of the working group; and,
finally, a tilt toward the “precautionary principle.”

The precautionary principle states that, if there is uncertainty regarding the
effects of exposure to an agent, the burden of proof that exposure does not
cause harm falls on those who utilize the agent. While this formulation may
sound reasonable, in actuality it has nothing to contribute to the assessment
of risks. First, there are always uncertainties, and it is not possible to prove the
absence of risk. Furthermore, in practice invocation of the precautionary
principle focuses attention solely on the possibility of harm, often ignoring
information about the dose to which people are exposed, avoiding
consideration of benefits of the agent in question and whether safer
substitutes are available, and giving greater weight to studies that appear to
indicate a hazard, even when these studies may be of poorer quality.

P age 1 2 Next Page »

See Also:
High Paying Jobs Leadership Qualities
Complete Interview Guide 10 Best Mutual Funds
Best Places to Retire Best Places to Work
Best Resume Samples Online Tax Calculator
Comment Now  Follow Comments

www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2012/11/20/how-activism-distorts-the-assessment-of-heal th-risks/

3/6



6/3/13 How Activism Distorts The Assessment Of Health Risks - Forbes

Print Report Corrections Reprints & Permissions
From Around the Web

How to Speed Up 5 Dumb Mistakes How Penny Stocks How Cruise Lines

Your PC- Tricks That Will Destroy Create Millionaires  Fill All Those
Manufacturers Hate  Your Retirement Every Day Unsold Cruise

L _""_"r. -. ‘
fkj |
S

e |

How New iPads are How to Exercise New Tech Lets You  Billionaires Dump
Selling for Under Your Brain to Make  Start Speaking a Stocks. Prepare For
$40 It Strong Language in 10 Days Unthinkable.

ADVERTISER VIDEO

Post Your Comment

Please log in or sign up to comment.

Enter Your Comment

Forbes writers have the ability to call out member comments they find particularly interesting.
Called-out comments are highlighted across the Forbes network. You'll be notified if your comment
is called out.

www.forbes.com/sites/real spin/2012/11/20/how-activism-distorts-the-assessment-of-health-risks/

4/6



6/3/13 How Activism Distorts The Assessment Of Health Risks - Forbes

Comments

Expand All Comments Follow Comments

+ expand 6 comments

www.forbes.com/sites/real spin/2012/11/20/how-activism-distorts-the-assessment-of-health-risks/ 5/6



6/3/13 How Activism Distorts The Assessment Of Health Risks - Forbes

2013 Forbes.com LLC™ All Rights Reserved

www.forbes.comysites/real spin/2012/11/20/how-activism-distorts-the-assessment-of-health-risks/

6/6



