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Getting men to engage with primary 
care services is a perennial problem. 

Despite having a lower life expectancy 
than women, most are more reluctant 
to seek healthcare. On page 12 Felix 
David reports from the recent Men’s 
Health Conference at the Royal Society of 
Medicine where speakers and delegates 
grappled with the thorny issue of how to 
get the male population to take proper 
care of itself.
 Men lead the field in a range of 
acute and chronic health problems, 
including cardiovascular disease, alco-
hol and addiction, smoking and suicide. 
They are also more likely to die from 
cancer because they present later than 
women.
 But it’s not just patients who could  
benefit from increased awareness of 
men’s health issues. Professionals’ 
knowledge is sometimes less than com-
prehensive. 
 “Men’s health has been ignored 
for many years,” said Professor Roger 
Kirby of the Prostate Centre in London’s 
Wimpole Street. “Although most prac-
tices will have a women’s health spe-
cialist, it is unusual for them to have a 
men’s health specialist, which I think is 
something that we should discuss and 
possibly change.”
 And a recent study found that over 
half of GPs (51%) aren’t aware of the 
increased risk of prostate cancer faced 
by black men. Even in areas with higher 
black populations, a third are still not 
aware of the raised risk. One in four black 

men will get prostate cancer compared 
with one in eight white men.

Early warnings
The conference also highlighted an inter-
esting correlation between erectile dys-
function (ED) and cardiovascular disease, 
with ED being a common precursor of 
myocardial infarction.
 Professor Mike Kirby, a GP, said both 
conditions have similar aetiologies of 
smoking, hypertension, high cholesterol 
and diabetes but that ED develops earlier 
as the penis is more sensitive to lumen 
loss. Night-time erections and quality of 
erection firmness are both “a determi-
nant of blood supply and endothelial dys-
function” so need to be assessed as part 
of primary care health screening, he said.
 He added that improved sexual func-
tion could be used to encourage patients 
to lead healthier lifestyles, with one study 
showing that modest weight loss has a 
significant effect on erectile function.
 Of course, getting men to take their 
health seriously has never been easy. 
Even with the carrot of better sexual prow-
ess being deployed and despite co-ordi-
nated efforts from health professionals 
and the government, there is still reluc-
tance to change lifestyle. As Professor 
Kirby told conference delegates, it might 
be best to ask patients: “What fits your 
busy schedule better, exercising one hour 
a day or being dead 24 hours a day?”
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Men’s health – a 
suitable case for 
treatment


