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A patient sent me an ad I had not seen. I reproduce it here in order to discuss it; last page. It contains one outright lie,
oops…well intentioned error, and one important truth and overall is very misleading and dangerous. Take a look at
the ad on the attached page.
Now the outright lie is interesting and tells us a lot about the politicalization of science and especially as science
informs healthcare decisions. The ad tells us: “more than 80% of people who have had heart attacks have high
cholesterol.”
Well since the same people who research, manufacture and sell „high cholesterol‟ drugs are the same people who
get to define high cholesterol- labs even changed their reporting to reflect cholesterol of greater than 200 as
„abnormal‟- would it be surprising if they „defined‟ high cholesterol so that this were true only in the sense that „might
makes right‟ is true? Let‟s look at reality and not the politically derived definition of high cholesterol. Take a look at the
graph below and you will see that the largest US based statistical look at the naturally occurring cholesterol
distribution shows the mean cholesterol level in the Framingham Study to be around 210-220. By the way „CHD‟
stands for Coronary Heart Disease. Now look at the „bell curve‟ of those who have CHD and those who do not. There
is a difference but not such that 80% of the population have both „high cholesterol‟ and CHD. Looked at another way
50% of people who have CHD have average to below average cholesterol levels as the simple arithmetic meaning of
„high‟ and „low‟ is understood.
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Something else is going on here besides „high cholesterol.‟ So „ads‟ lie is not my only point. I am not going to
rehearse why the raw cholesterol number tells you very little about your risk of heart attack and stroke as most of my
patients know this very well.
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What I want to point out is the truth in the ad: “A lot of people think exercise and healthy diet are enough to lower high
cholesterol. For 2 out of 3, it may not be.” Well, actually it is more like it doesn‟t work for 9 out of 10. More to the point
it does not matter. If I did not already have two graphs/pictures I would include graphs from my patient files of those
who choose a dietary approach to lowering their cholesterol; a recent example is a 69 year old man who dropped his
from 273 to 187. It can be done. I always recommend against this approach but it can be the right thing to do for other
reasons than just to lower cholesterol. For most people „eating right and exercising‟ doesn‟t lower cholesterol
because it doesn‟t need lowering and the means to achieve this end are often less healthy than the behavior that led
to the relatively high cholesterol to begin with.
OK, so here is the real truth in the ad: exercise as conventionally understood does not protect against heart disease
or stroke. Go to almost any gym/spa/training facility and you will see a large warehouse of chrome-plated,
selecterized, lever-armed whirligigs. Avoid that room. Unless fitting into your high school prom dress is your only
reason for living. Even then the arm holes will become too tight.
Please proselytize this point: raise your VO2 , increase your exercise capacity, this is not done on the treadmill while
listening to CNN, increase your lean muscle mass and you will radically decrease your risk of heart attack and stroke.
Raise your VO2 3.5 ml/kg/min and decrease your risk of sudden cardiac death by 20%. Raise it more and reduce it
even more; a nearly linear dose-response curve; so more and more means less and less risk of stroke and heart
death.
To me the real evil in the ad is not revealed by parsing the truth of each statement, though that is scary enough, it is
in the attempt to undermine the very best that is in us; it undermines, intentionally and stealthily, a person‟s self
actuated attempt to improve their health. It is designed to make us all dupes, pawns, slaves of drug dependent
thinking. It is intended to engender a sense of helplessness, of futility in the face of the deus ex machina of a fait too
wild and fearsome to cross without Pfizer‟s latest offering in our pocket. Don‟t fall for it.
Dr. Mike Nichols is one of the pioneers in the development of protocols for prescriptive exercise & a particularly prolific writer
on the topic. You can view more of his articles at: whenyouareserious.com

