
247

LETTERS

REPRINTED FROM AJGP VOL. 48, NO. 5, MAY 2019 |© The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners 2019

Conversations about obesity 
need to be realistic and informed
In response to the Ewald et al article 
‘Quantifying the benefits and harms 
of various preventive health activities’ 
(AJGP December 2018),1 we would like 
to comment on the benefits and harms 
attributed to weight loss. Tools to aid 
discussion about preventive health 
activities are welcome. But while the 
article provides useful information for 
health service prioritisation, it is of limited 
assistance for discussing individual risk 
with patients as risk is presented as a 
population-based statistic.

It is always important to set realistic 
goals with patients. While 40.9% of 
the eligible population participated in 
bowel screening in 2015–2016,2 the 
annual probability of 5% weight loss 
(approximately 2 kg/m2) is 12.5% for 
people with a body mass index (BMI) 
35–39.9 kg/m2.3 This weight loss is far 
less than the five-point BMI reduction 
that is mentioned in Table 1. The article 
is potentially advocating for unrealistic 
weight outcomes for patients living 
with obesity.

The article also does not discuss the 
differences in treatment burden for 
the proposed preventive activities. For 
example, attending to bowel cancer 
screening is much less burdensome for 
patients than weight loss treatments.

Table 1 does not provide any examples 
of harm from weight loss despite a 
large body of literature describing 
the experience of harm in family 
interventions, workplace interventions,4 

and post-bariatric surgery.5 Harms can be 
related to stigmatisation,4 side effects from 

medications,6 through to life-threatening 
harms including suicidality and self- 
harm.5 No treatment is without potential 
side effects or adverse events and patients 
must be informed of these when making 
decisions about care. And these harms 
are likely to be mediated in positive and 
negative ways as a consequence of the 
patient’s particular life circumstances. 

We advocate for obesity risk to be 
kept in perspective with other harms, for 
realistic and context-orientated goals to 
be set with patients,7 and for potential 
harms from weight loss management 
to be always visible.

Elizabeth Sturgiss
Senior Lecturer,  

Department of General Practice,  
Monash University, Visiting Fellow,  

Australian National University,  
ACT, Australia

Jason Agostino
Lecturer in General Practice,  

Academic Unit of General Practice, 
Research Fellow, National Centre for 

Epidemiology and Population Health,  
Australian National University,  

ACT, Australia

Gavin Smith
Associate Professor and Deputy Head, 

ANU School of Sociology,  
Australian National University, 

 ACT, Australia

References
1. Ewald B, Del Mar C, Hoffmann T. Quantifying the 

benefits and harms of various preventive health 
activities. Aust J Gen Pract 2018; 47(12):842–45.

2. National Cancer Control Indicators. Colorectal 
screening rate – participation. Cancer Australia: 
Strawberry Hills, NSW, 2018. Available at 
https://ncci.canceraustralia.gov.au/screening/
colorectal-screening-rates/colorectal-screening-
rate-participation [Accessed 17 March 2019].

3. Fildes A, Charlton J, Rudisill C, Littlejohns P, 
Prevost AT, Gulliford MC. Probability of an obese 
person attaining normal body weight: Cohort 
study using electronic health records. Am J 
Public Health 2015;105(9):e54–9 doi: 10.2105/
AJPH.2015.302773.

4. Täuber S, Mulder LB, Flint SW. The impact 
of workplace health promotion programs 
emphasizing individual responsibility on weight 
stigma and discrimination. Front Psychol 2018;9. 
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02206.

5. Peterhansel C, Petroff D, Klinitzke G, Kersting 
A, Wagner B. Risk of completed suicide after 
bariatric surgery: A systematic review. Obes Rev 
2013;14(5):369–82. doi: 10.1111/obr.12014.

6. Lee PC, Dixon J. Pharmacotherapy for obesity. 
Australian Family Physician 2017;46(7):472–77.

7. Sturgiss E, Jay M, Campbell-Scherer D, Weel CV. 
Challenging assumptions in obesity research. BMJ 
2017;359(5303). doi: 10.1136/bmj.j5303.

Reply
The correspondents point out some 
interesting aspects of the problem 
we set out to explore, but may have 
misread some aspects. If a patient asks, 
‘How much health benefit will I get if 
I do X?’, the answer has to be based on 
observations made on a sample of people. 
This is necessarily a probabilistic process. 
All discussion of risk is based on prior 
observation of a population sample. We 
do not know whether the individual in 
question will benefit at all, but we can 
derive an estimate of change in risk from 
the best available evidence collected 
from a population of other people.

When risk reduction is pursued by 
changing a risk factor that is a continuous 
variable, the question arises of how much 
risk reduction for how much risk factor 
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change. We chose 5 body mass index 
(BMI) points as the quantum of risk factor 
change, but were not advocating that this 
should be a target for weight reduction. We 
could have equally calculated the result 
per 1 unit of BMI, or 0.1 units of BMI. For 
the record, for 1 BMI unit the reduction 
in deaths per 1000 per decade would 
be 4.5 for men and 2.7 for women, and 
for 0.1 BMI unit the numbers would be 
0.46 for men and 0.27 for women. 

The correspondents seem overly 
concerned with potential harms of 
weight loss. In the table we present some 
potential harms, but have labelled this as 
an incomplete list. Harms and treatment 
burden are quite individual, but at least our 
approach quantifies the benefits side of the 
equation (at least the mortality risk). This 
may be of assistance to clinicians engaged 
in discussion of preventive activities to 
help patients set realistic goals consistent 
with their values.
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Cloud storage system for patient 
data would contribute to better 
healthcare in general practice
The Astana Declaration has identified the 
crisis facing delivery of future primary 
healthcare.1 Likewise, the Royal Australian 
College of General Practitioners (RACGP), 
Royal College of General Practitioners 
(RCGP), The Royal New Zealand College 
of General Practitioners (RNZCGP) 
and Jackson and Ball highlight the need 
for quality care through promotion of 
continuity of care in general practice.2

The question is how do we measure 
and promote continuity of care in general 
practice? This needs to be examined 
within the broader context of holistic 
healthcare of patients, in many of whom 
multimorbidity is the norm. Holistic 
care in general practice also includes 
continuation of multidisciplinary specialist 
care, especially in the aged. Here, general 
practice plays a central and pivotal role.

Access to medical data on care delivered 
by every healthcare provider is vital to 
better understand patient status, and 
provide more optimal care to the patient 
by current or new healthcare provider(s) 
of the patient’s choice. 

In many countries access to such data is 
currently limited, inadequate, delayed or 
non-existent, often relying on the patients’ 
recall and ability to produce discharge 
letters provided years earlier that are 
more often misplaced by the elderly. Lack 
of patient data is unsatisfactory for the 
promotion of optimal continuity of care.

In this digital age, cloud storage – 
unified data storage in which data can 
be stored and retrieved instantly from 
secure and durable storage systems – is a 
reality. There is additional backup archival 
storage to prevent data loss. The use 
of such a cloud storage system enables 
rapid access to healthcare details across 
disciplines to healthcare providers of the 
patient’s choice.

Use of such a system in general practice 
would contribute to promotion of optimal 
care through better record keeping, and 
access to data through a system that can be 
easily audited (measured) for effectiveness 
and efficiency.

This proposed cloud storage system is 
already in use in some parts of Australia. 
Queensland Health has used a Health 
Provider Portal (HPP) for general practices 
and hospital clinicians for several years. 
HPP users need a QGov login account. 
Expected benefits include a reduction 
in duplicate tests and improved patient 
outcomes.3

The use of cloud storage systems needs 
to be expanded, especially in countries like 
Malaysia, to optimise healthcare outcomes. 
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