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New Doubts About Celebrex
Yesterday Pfizer announced the 
results of a government-sponsored 
clinical trial, which showed that its own 
best-selling arthritis drug, Celebrex, 
more than doubled or tripled the risk of 
heart attacks, strokes and 
cardiovascular deaths, depending on 
the dosage. 

Heart Attack Risk Seen in Drug for 
Diabetes 
The Food and Drug Administration is trying to 
estimate the number of heart attacks that may be 
linked to GlaxoSmithKline’s Avandia. 4
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Health Literacy

The degree to which individuals have the 
capacity to obtain, process, and understand 
basic health information needed to make 
appropriate health decisions

– Healthy People 2010, HHS, HRSA

Groups with high rates of chronic disease and the 
most need for healthcare also experience low 
health literacy

- Ad Hoc Committee on Health Literacy for the Council 
on Scientific Affairs, American Medical Association



How can we enhance health literacy?

Through increasing critical appraisal 
skills:

• Identify useful health information
• Evaluate information for validity and 
applicability 
• Analyze presentation of results 

- Critical Appraisal Skills Programme, Oxford 
University



Objectives

•To increase the ability of healthcare consumers 
and consumer advocates to more effectively 
evaluate and use health evidence

•To optimize clinicians’ ability to use research in 
decision making and communication

• To promote balanced and accurate reporting 
of research studies by journalists



Intervention
Critical appraisal workshops for:

•Healthcare consumers and consumer 
advocates (4 conducted in 2010)

• Clinicians (3 conducted in 2010)

• Journalists (1 conducted not analyzed)

• Additional workshops pending
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Planning and Tailoring the Workshops

Community Engagement

Strategy:

• Key informant interviews

• Workshop planning meetings with 
participant groups
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Sample Consumer Workshop 

• Introduction to evidence-based healthcare
• Critical appraisal of research

Study designs: Randomized clinical trials, cohort 
studies, systematic reviews 

Methods, presentations of results 
(absolute/relative risk)

• Hands-on small group sessions (1-2)
– Problem-based learning 

• Financial conflicts of interest, bias in research
• Recap, discussion, evaluation
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Cycle of Bias in Research

Dissemination

Conduct

Publication

Methods Population

Question
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High CRP: A risk factor for 
cardiovascular disease
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Cholesterol-Fighting Drugs Show 
Wider Benefit
By PAM BELLUCK
Published: November 9, 2008 

Relative risk reduction!

“A large new study suggests that millions more people could benefit 
from taking the cholesterol-lowering drugs known as statins, even if 
they have low cholesterol, because the drugs can significantly lower 
their risk of heart attacks, strokes and death…

“The study, presented Sunday at an American Heart Association 
convention in New Orleans and published online in The New England 
Journal of Medicine, found that the risk of heart attack was more than 
cut in half for people who took statins… 

“’These are findings that are really going to impact the practice of 
cardiology in the country,’ said Dr. Elizabeth G. Nabel, director of 
the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute, which was not 
involved in the research.”

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/b/pam_belluck/index.html?inline=nyt-per�
http://health.nytimes.com/health/guides/nutrition/cholesterol/overview.html?inline=nyt-classifier�
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Evaluation
Pre-workshop 
• Demographic questionnaire 

– Participant characteristics , behavior (consented) 
During workshop
• On-screen pre/post questions

– Confidence, knowledge (exempt)
• Record discussions

– Attitudes (exempt)
Post-workshop
• 6-12 month online follow-up

– Confidence, knowledge, behavior (consented)

Previous studies mostly conducted with healthcare 
professionals (results inconsistent)
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Participants Race Household income

57%

22%

21%

8%

Consumers/advocates

Providers

Other Other/decline

Whites

66%

Asian/PI

Black

13%

13%

>$50,000

$20,000 - $49,999

< $20,000

Don't know/decline

54%

26%

12%

8%

Latino 
eth. 9%

Results:  Characteristics of Participants

83% female. Education:  99% HS graduates, 73% college/graduate degree
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Understand results of a 
scientific study

Explain absolute risk 
reduction

Explain relative risk 
reduction

Correctly identified 
"statistical significance"

Correctly identified 
"generalizability"

Confidence change:
Percent of respondents
reporting high confidence to:

Knowledge change:  
Percent of respondents who:

Pre-workshop
Post-workshop

18

Results N = 128
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Explain "systematic review" Agreed SR's usually provide stronger 
evidence than individual studies

On systematic reviews:
Confidence change:  
Percent of respondents
reporting high confidence to:

Knowledge change:  
Percent of respondents who:

Pre-workshop
Post-workshop
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• Use scientific articles to evaluate treatment 
options, educate clients, and plan programs
• “Ignore the headlines:”  look critically at 
scientific articles, media stories, and drug ads

√ Watch out for relative vs. absolute risk 
reduction
√ Pay attention to which population is being 
studied

• Watch for the funding source!
• Use new resources, e.g. Cochrane reviews

End-of-Workshop Intentions:
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…and 6 months later: (n=40)

Changed Behavior:

• Found good sources of information

• Critically appraised papers for validity, reporting of 
risk/benefit, financial conflicts of interest

• Looked critically at ads and media reports

Used workshop skills in communication with:

• Family, friends, healthcare providers/patients

• In health advocacy work

Used workshop skills in healthcare decision-making:

• Evaluate options for self, others, patients
21



Limitations/Challenges 

• Preliminary analysis

• No control group
– Pre/post and follow-up questions

• Sampling by affiliation
– Inclusion of interested participants

– Recruiting low-income and minority 
participants proves challenging

• Ongoing efforts with stakeholders from diverse groups

– Difficult to recruit journalists and physicians



Discussion
• Critical appraisal training appears to be effective 

across diverse populations
– Results similar across participant groups

– The diverse participants generally enjoyed and found the 
workshops “useful” or “very useful.”

• Skills obtained in a one-day workshop are not at a 
sophisticated level.

• However,  we saw a general increase in confidence, 
knowledge, and comfort-level in critically appraising 
health information.

Future plans:  creating an online course
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“Don't forget to look for ‘the little 
man behind the curtain.’  Follow the 
money.”
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