
Leadership... It’s time to think differently about what 
a pharmaceutical company can be.  Novo Nordisk has 
dedicated itself to defeating diabetes, which is an 
interesting goal given that diabetes is the primary 
focus of our business.  Success would undoubtedly 
force us to change, but then again, change is what 
we have always embraced.

Changing Diabetes SM means helping people with our 
actions, and not just with our products.  It means 
staying true to our ideals and being respectful of the 
world we live in.  And it means continuing to dedicate 
significant resources to diabetes research until a cure 
is found.

With leadership comes responsibility.  We are committed 
to improving options for care now while partnering 
with others who share our mission and ultimate goal 
of defeating this disease.

Changing Diabetes is a service
mark of Novo Nordisk A/S.

NovoMedLink.com
1-800-727-6500

O c t o b e r  1 ,  2 0 0 7   •   w w w. f a m i l y p r a c t i c e n ew s . c o m Pulmonary Medicine 39

Eco-Awareness Can Enhance Asthma Outcomes
B Y  E R I K  L . G O L D M A N

Contributing Writer

Sometimes, a successful treatment de-
pends on matching the right drug or
therapeutic approach with the symp-

tom patterns at hand. But in other cases,
it takes a little outside-the-box thinking to
get results. 

With a disorder like asthma, the problem
may be as much environmental as individ-
ual, and unless you deal with the environ-
mental triggers, the patient may never re-
ally get better. And sometimes, getting to
the bottom of one patient’s problems can
benefit an entire community.

Jason Allen, N.D., a naturopathic physi-
cian at the Bastyr Center for Natural
Health, Seattle, believes that all health
care professionals—regardless of their clin-
ical training or subspecialty discipline—
need to pay more attention to the envi-
ronmental drivers of common diseases.

A case in point is the young girl with
asthma who came to see him at the Bastyr
clinic a few years ago. Her symptoms
were obvious enough, and it would have
been easy to jump right into a treatment
protocol aimed at controlling her attacks
and reducing airway inflammation.

But Dr. Allen’s naturopathic training
and his personal interest in environmen-
tal science led him to think about the
problem in a broader context. One of his
first principles is to find ways to help pa-
tients by improving the environments in
which they live. “I asked questions and
found out that other kids in her family also
had asthma,” he said in an interview.
“They all went to the same school, and
had at one time had the same home-
room.” He visited the school, and discov-
ered the classroom was next to a parking
lot where school buses sat idling their en-
gines during the day.

Children in that classroom were ex-
posed to unusually high amounts of vehi-
cle exhaust. It might not have been a prob-
lem for most of the children, but the
sensitive or asthmatic ones, like Dr. Allen’s
patient, were having a hard time.

He teamed up with an environmental hy-
gienist who came to the school and made
assessments, which eventually led to a dis-
trictwide policy change that stopped bus
drivers from needlessly idling their engines.

By thinking outside of the convention-
al disease-treatment box and shifting into
a public health mind-set, Dr. Allen not
only helped his young patient, but may
have prevented or ameliorated asthma and
other respiratory problems for many oth-
er children as well. And he saved the school
district thousands of dollars in wasted fuel.

All it took was a willingness to look be-
yond the narrow frame of individual di-
agnosis and treatment.

“Physicians can treat literally millions of
people during our careers through envi-
ronmental health policy,” said Dr. Allen.
He and many other environmentally con-
cerned health professionals believe that
more doctors need to speak out about en-
vironmental issues. Air and water pollu-
tion is extremely detrimental to public
health, and makes it more difficult for doc-
tors to help people get well or stay healthy.

According to the Clean Air Task Force,
air pollution can be linked to an estimat-
ed 50,000 early deaths each year, including
3,000 from lung cancer. It is a primary dri-
ver of asthma, accounting for 410,000
asthma attacks, Dr. Allen said. It is re-
sponsible for 2.4 million lost work days
and 14 million restricted activity days, a
very heavy burden of morbidity.

Despite significant amounts of data cor-
relating pollution with a host of common,
sometimes life-threatening, disorders, the

medical community as a whole has been
quiet about environmental issues.

In part, this is because modern medicine
focuses largely on treatment of the indi-
vidual, with public health having little
bearing on the lives and practices of most
doctors unless they are public health or in-
fectious disease specialists. This focus on
the individual is as common in holistic and
naturopathic practice, he said.

“Mainstream MDs look at a patient and
say, ‘What pharmaceutical can I use to treat

this condition?’ Most NDs or holistic doc-
tors will say, ‘What herbs or nutrients can I
use?’ Public health asks: ‘Why do all these
people have these conditions?’ It’s about
finding underlying causes and treating” peo-
ple and their environments, he said.

Positive environmental policy change can
emerge naturally out of patient care. More
than anything else, it takes a shift in think-
ing, from the narrow focus of individual
therapy to the bigger picture of communi-
ty health, as Dr. Allen’s case shows. ■




