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 American actress, filmmaker, and humanitarian Angelina Jolie wrote a piece for the 

New York Times titled “My Medical Choice” to raise breast cancer awareness and share her 

story about her decision to undergo a double mastectomy. Various studies have shown that 

celebrities have an impact on the decisions that most of the population make in regards to 

their health, lifestyle, etc. In fact, research has even shown that kids are more likely to 

choose foods endorsed by celebrities, even when the foods are healthy. This is because we 

try to emulate their lifestyle. Celebrities can then in turn have a tremendous positive impact 

in influencing human behavior. According to Steven Hoffman, assistant professor of clinical 

epidemiology and biostatistics at McMaster University’s DeGroote School of Medicine, 

celebrities can play an important role in educating the public about health issues. Hoffman 

said there are “deeply rooted biological, psychological and social forces” that make celebrity 

health advice influential. These forces include psychological effects such as classical 

conditioning, self-conception, cognitive dissonance, the halo effect, and herd behavior. For 

example, under the halo effect, the brain confuses success in one field with success in all 

fields (including medical advocacy). Due to classical conditioning, the positive responses 

people tend to have towards a celebrity transfer to whatever that celebrity is pushing. 

Because of self-conception, people assume the positive traits they have assigned to that 

celebrity, such as attractiveness or hipness, also apply to that celebrity’s cause. Herd 

behavior allows celebrities to trigger a person’s natural tendency to act as others act in 

similar situations. And due to cognitive dissonance, people “unconsciously rationalize 

following celebrity medical advice to reduce the psychological discomfort that may otherwise 

result from holding incompatible views.” 

 In Jolie’s case, her article got a lot of people talking about preventative mastectomies. 

A lead researcher named Dina Borzekowski, also a professor of public health at the 

University of Maryland says the celebrities are good at raising awareness. And adds that 

what Jolie did was “extremely courageous.” Her revelation that she had a double 

mastectomy after genetic testing showed she had an elevated risk of breast cancer also 

resulted in a big jump in public testing for the BRCA mutation. When Jolie discovered she 

had the faulty BRBA1 gene which put her at an 87 percent risk of developing breast cancer, 

she took serious measures. According to the American Cancer Society, defects in that gene 

and another, called BRBA2, substantially raise a woman’s lifetime risks of breast and ovarian 

cancers – to a roughly 60 percent chance of developing breast cancer, and a 15 to 40 

percent risk of ovarian cancers. By comparison, the average U.S. woman has a 12 percent 

chance of being diagnosed with breast cancer over her lifetime, and only a 1.4 percent risk 

of ovarian cancer. Experts stress that most breast cancers are not inherited, and gene 

mutations – mainly in the BRCA genes – account for only about 5 to 10 percent of all breast 

cancers. It is important that the public knows that genetic testing is only recommended for 

women at high risk. Women at high risk either have a personal history or a strong personal 

history of breast or ovarian cancers, and the survey found that interest in getting the gene 

test was somewhat higher among women who felt they had a family history of breast cancer 

versus those who did not have such histories.  

 The genetic mutation that Jolie has accounts for only 5 to 10 percent of all breast 

cancer cases. However, even though her situation is rare, there is no doubt that it brought 

awareness. If more women are aware that their genes could affect their risk of breast cancer, 

their more likely to ask their doctors about it. In fact, a survey of nearly 1,100 U.S. women, 

conducted in mid-July, found that almost all women (86 percent) had heard of Jolie’s double 

mastectomy. And 5 percent of those women said they would seek medical advice on having 

a preventative mastectomy or ovary removal because of Jolie’s decision. That may seem like 

a small percentage, but it translates to about 6 million women nationwide.  

 The purpose of this study was to examine her article and read the comments below 

that were written as a response to her story. By reading the comments that were made, it 

would be possible to tell whether or not Jolie’s revelation made a positive health impact or 

any impact at all. The research consisted of examining other relevant sources that also 

investigated the impact of celebrities on public health issues to see if the investigation was 

accurate and matched up. 
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 Jolie’s piece for the New York Times resulted in greater health 
awareness for the public. Millions read her story and learned more about 
treatments and preventative measures they can take if they are at high risk 
for breast and ovarian cancers. Her story lasted several weeks in the media 
which prompted publicity across the English-speaking world about the 
effects on breast screening, hereditary breast cancer clinics and genetic 
services. An article in Australia confirmed a tripling in breast cancer referrals 
for genetics, family cancer centers in Victoria, New South Wales, and South 
Australia, which had a combined 90 referrals a week in the six weeks before 
Jolie’s announcement, which doubled and then tripled to a peak of 280 
referrals in the weeks after. Also, from a U.S survey of nearly 1,100 U.S. 
women, conducted in mid-July, found that almost all women (86 percent) 
had heard of Jolie’s double mastectomy. And 5 percent of those women 
said they would seek medical advice on having a preventative mastectomy 
or ovary removal because of Jolie’s decision. That may seem like a small 
percentage, but it translates to about 6 million women nationwide.  
 

  
  

 

 From the research, it was found that Jolie’s piece did have an impact on the 
population who read her article and overall was very positive. Her story and decision to 
undergo a double mastectomy raised awareness for early breast cancer screenings 
and preventative procedures, making a positive impact for the people’s health. It 
helped convince readers that early detection is crucial and that taking preventative 
methods can save lives. It is especially important that Jolie shared her story because 
since she is known as a sex symbol in Hollywood, it may have lessened patients’ fears 
about a loss of sexual identity post preventative surgery and encouraged those who 
had not previously engaged with health services to consider genetic testing.  

 However, from surveys carried out in the U.S., most of the population was aware of 
Angelina Jolie’s double mastectomy and fewer than 10% of the respondents had the 
information necessary to accurately interpret her risk of developing cancer relative to a 
woman unaffected by the BRCA gene mutation. Awareness of her story was not 
associated with improved understanding. But, there was a small percent of women that 
were motivated to do something about their health, which from a large population, it is 
very significant.  

 Based on the public’s response and other articles that were analyzed in the study, 
it can be proven that celebrities influence the public’s perceptions and behaviors on 
their health. Although celebrities can bring heightened awareness to health issues, 
there is a need for these messages to be accompanied by more purposeful 
communication efforts to assist the public understanding. Education of the general 
public is therefore extremely important in increasing awareness of, and improving 
access to, familial cancer services. 
 

Introduction    Results 

“I do not feel any less of a woman, I feel 

empowered that I made a strong choice 

that in no way diminishes my femininity.” 

-Angelina Jolie on getting a double 

mastectomy. Quoted from her New York 

Times article “My Medical Choice”  

Future Directions 
 So far, we just investigated previous research on the effects of celebrities on 

public health. By using those results, we concluded that celebrities do have an 

impact whether it be positive or negative and in this case, Angelina provided a 

positive impact. My professor and I hope to later read all the comments from 

Jolie’s piece titled “My Medical Choice” and see the impact it had based from what 

they responded. We would look at the different demographics such as age, sex, 

location, and categorized the comments based on whether they were positive or 

negative. We will also see how it impacted them and of they had a family member 

who is/was affected by breast or ovarian cancer and see if they will take 

preventative actions or not.  
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