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Even at current benefits levels, Medicare forces
many seniors to spend heavily on health care
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Helen Johnson tickles her great-grand-nephew, KameronWhite, while visiting with her niece, Yolanda
White, right, and her sister, Margie Collins, left, at the Hartley Hall nursing home in Pocomoke City, Md.

BY ERIC NIILER
Special to The Washington Post

Turns out you can size up personality
just by looking at a person’s Facebook
profile. While that may not seem like a
big deal, it is providing fodder for
academics who are trying to predict
temperament based on the things we
post online.

If such predictions prove accurate,
employers may have good reason to
poke around our Facebook pages to
figure out how we would get along with
others at the office. And Pentagon
officials want to use personality assess-
ments to make better decisions on and
off the battlefield.

A recent study by researchers at the
University of Maryland predicted a
person’s score on a personality test to
within 10 percentage points by using

words posted on Facebook.
“Lots of organizations make their

employees take personality tests,” said
Jennifer Golbeck, an assistant professor
of computer science and information
studies at the University of Maryland. “If
you can guess someone’s personality
pretty well on the Web, you don’t need
them to take the test.”

Golbeck and her colleagues at the
university’s Human-Computer Interac-
tion Lab — where she’s the co-director —
surveyed the public profiles of nearly
300 Facebook users this year. They
looked at users’ descriptions of their
favorite activities, TV shows, movies,
music, books, quotes and membership
in political organizations. They also
looked at Facebook’s public “About Me”
and “blurb” sections.

social media continued on E6

What sort of person are you?
Facebook profiles offer clues.
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ILLUSTRATION Dr. da Vinci will see you now
As robotic devices grow more
popular, some question their

cost and claimed value

BY CHRISTIAN TORRES

If robotic surgery is the future of
medicine, many in the health-care in-
dustry would like you to know that the
future is already here.

In 2010, an estimated 220,000 U.S.
procedures were assisted by a robotic
device called the da Vinci surgical
system. Approved by the Food and Drug
Administration 11 years ago, da Vinci is
the only equipment of its kind on the
market, with more than 1,300 systems
installed across the country.

A surgeon operating the system sits at
a console several feet away from the
patient, and with the aid of a TV-like
3-D visualizer and joystick-style con-
trols, uses the robot’s arms to maneuev-
er instruments through small incisions.
It’s a major change from traditional, or
open, surgery, in which large incisions
are made to access various parts of the
body. The company that makes the
system says it yields less scarring, pain
and blood loss, among other benefits.
And surgeons say that with its dexterity
and precision, the robot’s performance

may be better than minimally invasive
procedures done by human hand.

Da Vinci was first used primarily for
prostate removals, but it is now also
used for heart valve repairs, hysterecto-

robots continued on E4
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Mark Dylewski, a thoracic surgeon,
uses a da Vinci surgical system at
SouthMiami Hospital to remove a
lung tumor from a patient who was
a few yards away, attended by other
members of the surgical team.
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BY N.C. AIZENMAN

Helen Johnson gave a welcoming smile to the group of older men and women
who had assembled at the senior center in the Maryland Eastern Shore town of Snow Hill
on a recent evening. All of them were caregivers for spouses or parents with debilitating
illnesses. ¶ “We’re very concerned about you,” began Johnson, 74, who organizes support
programs for a nonprofit agency serving the elderly. “You spend so much time tending to
your loved ones, you don’t have time for your self.” ¶ But Johnson’s comforting message
masked worries of her own. There was the gnawing pain in her arthritic knee, which gets so
bad by late afternoon that she can’t stand up for more than a few minutes at a time. There
was her dread of the drive home after dark, which has become difficult as her eyesight has
weakened. And perhaps most wearying, there was the knowledge that despite her dislike of
working evening hours, she had no alternative: Nearly a decade

“I face up to the fact that it might get a whole lot worse. But I just pray and hope for the best.”
Helen Johnson, who hopes to stay healthy enough to continue working to supplement her Social Security income

but not retired
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mies and throat cancer surgeries,
among others.

“Robotic surgery has transformed
fields that used to be focused on open
procedures into ones focused much
more on minimally invasive tech-
niques,” said Jonathan Hwang, director
of the Robotic Surgery Program at
Washington Hospital Center. Da Vinci
can be expected to gain ground in
colorectal and general surgery over the
coming years, Hwang added.

Such expansion has raised concerns
about whether hospitals are overly
promoting robotic surgery.

“I think people are captured by the
belief that being operated on with the
newest technology, like a robot, is
always better than the old ways — that
is not always true,” said Gabriel Bar-
bash, a cardiovascular surgeon.

Costs and competition
Barbash, who does not work with the

robot, co-authored a commentary, last
year in the New England Journal of
Medicine, that looked at a variety of
studies and estimated that robotic
surgery added an average of $1,600 —
or about 6 percent — to the cost of an
operation. The difference was even
greater when researchers factored in
the price of the robot itself — $1 million
to $2.3 million, plus up to $170,000 per
year in maintenance, according to Intu-
itive Surgical, maker of the da Vinci.
(Medicare and many other insurance
plans providers cover use of the da
Vinci for all commonly performed oper-
ations.)

With hospitals making such large
investments in the new technology,
Barbash said, they have incentives to
promote da Vinci.

“The competition right now [for
patients] is on the level of billboards,
advertisements, Web sites and more,”
said Martin Makary, co-author of a
recent study on this topic published in
the Journal for Healthcare Quality and
a pancreatic surgeon at Johns Hopkins
School of Medicine. “The competition
should be on the level of outcomes.”

The study by Makary, who has
trained on the robot but is unconvinced
so far of its overall benefits, found that
among 164 U.S. hospital Web sites
featuring robotic technology, 18 per-
cent made use of what the study termed
emotionally appealing phrases, 73 per-
cent used manufacturer-provided im-
ages or text, and 33 percent linked
directly to a manufacturer’s Web site.

In addition, 89 percent of hospital
sites claimed that robotic surgery is
superior; the most common claims
were that it shortens recovery time and
lessens pain, scarring and/or blood loss.
No site mentioned risks, though there
have been reports of injury, and no site
referenced a randomized clinical trial
— the gold standard for evidence — to
support their superiority claims.

“Materials provided by hospitals re-
garding the surgical robot overestimate
benefits, largely ignore risks and are
strongly influenced by the manufactur-
er,” the Makary study said.

Among Washington area hospitals,
George Washington University Hospi-
tal uses both images and text from
Intuitive; the hospital’s Web site also
links to Intuitive’s Web site. Washing-
ton Hospital Center uses an Intuitive-
produced video to explain da Vinci and
describe its benefits, and it has manu-
facturer images. Both sites combine
manufacturer content with their own.

robots from E1

percent of prostate removals now are
done robotically, according to research
presented at the annual meeting of the
American Urological Association in
May.

“Laparoscopic surgery, because it’s
so difficult, especially with prostatecto-
mies, has been abandoned,” Hwang
said of the shift.

Hysterectomy is the second most
commonly performed procedure with
the da Vinci. Five years after FDA
approval, more than 100,000 of an
estimated 550,000 to 600,000 hysterec-
tomies nationally in 2010 were per-
formed robotically, according to Intui-
tive. Not everyone agrees that the
increase is justified.

Looking for the truth
Paul MacKoul, director of the Wom-

en’s Surgery Center, which has offices
in Maryland and Virginia, said he
believes there’s a growing overreliance
on robotic surgery for a few reasons,
including marketing by Intuitive. Mac-
Koul said his practice does not have a
da Vinci: He prefers laparoscopic sur-
gery because he believes it allows for
smaller incisions and shorter operating
and recovery time. The Women’s Sur-
gery Center airs radio ads and features
a “Truth About Robotics” section on its
Web site with that message.

Cheryl Iglesia, a gynecologic surgeon
at Washington Hospital Center who has
performed more than 200 robotic pro-
cedures, said that da Vinci should not
be the first choice for straightforward
hysterectomy. She has, however, seen
shortened recovery times with its use
and considers the device an “enabling
technology” that provides better view-
ing and hand-eye coordination and is
valuable in complex cases.

With the range of procedures that
can be performed robotically, surgeons
agree that further evidence needs to be
collected and more comparisons need
to be done. “We’ve seen advantages, but
those need to be verified,” Sadeghi said,
while Hwang said that more studies of
robotic vs. laparoscopic surgery need to
be performed.

For now, though, said Barbash, “Pa-
tients should be choosing surgeons and
not robots. Choose the best surgeon
and go with the surgical methodology
with which he/she feels most comfort-
able.”

torresc@washpost.com
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Thoracic surgeonMark Dylewski spent approximately six hours on a procedure to remove a cancerous lung tumor from a
patient using the da Vinci surgical system that has been installed at SouthMiami Hospital.

Dylewski uses precise handmovements to operate the robotic device,
which is being used for a growing number of surgical procedures.

Archaeologists
plumb the ruins
of a Philistine city

Dig refines image
of ancient people who
fare poorly in Bible

BY MATTI FRIEDMAN

tel el-safi, israel — At the
remains of an ancient metropolis in
southern Israel, archaeologists are
piecing together the history of a
people remembered chiefly as the
bad guys of the Hebrew Bible.

The city of Gath is helping scholars
paint a more nuanced portrait of the
Philistines, who appear in the bibli-
cal story as the perennial enemies of
the Israelites.

Close to three millennia ago, Gath
was on the frontier between the
Philistines, who occupied the Medi-
terranean coastal plain, and the Isra-
elites, who controlled the inland
hills. The city’s most famous resident,
according to the Book of Samuel, was
Goliath, the giant warrior improba-
bly felled by the young shepherd
David and his sling.

The Philistines “are the ultimate
other, almost, in the biblical story,”
said Aren Maeir of Bar-Ilan Univer-
sity, the archaeologist in charge of the
excavation, which includes 100 dig-
gers from the United States, Canada,
South Korea and elsewhere.

A different diet
The Philistines arrived by sea from

the area of modern-day Greece
around 1200 B.C. They went on to
rule major ports at Ashkelon and
Ashdod, now cities in Israel, and at
Gaza, now part of the Palestinian
territory known as the Gaza Strip.

At Gath, they settled on a site that
had been inhabited since prehistoric
times. Prevous digs have shown that
although the Philistines adopted as-
pects of local culture, they did not
forget their roots. Even five centuries
after their arrival, for example, they
were still worshiping gods with
Greek names.

Archaeologists have found that the
Philistine diet leaned heavily on
grass pea lentils, an Aegean staple.
Bones found at the site show that
they also ate pigs and dogs, unlike the
neighboring Israelites, who deemed
those animals unclean, restrictions
that still exist in Jewish dietary law.

Diggers at Gath have also uncov-
ered traces of a destruction of the city
in the 9th century B.C.: A ditch and
embankment built around the city by
a besieging army is still visible as a
dark line running across the sur-
rounding hills. The razing of Gath at
that time appears to have been the
work of the Aramean king Hazael in
830 B.C., an incident mentioned in
the Book of Kings.

Gath’s importance is that the
“wonderful assemblage of material

culture” uncovered there sheds light
on how the Philistines lived in the
10th and 9th centuries B.C., said
Seymour Gitin, director of the W.F.
Albright Institute of Archaeological
Research in Jerusalem and an expert
on the Philistines.

That would include the era of the
kingdom ruled from Jerusalem by
David and Solomon, if such a king-
dom existed as described in the Bible.
Other Philistine sites have provided
archaeologists with information
about earlier and later times but not
much from that key period.

“Gath fills a very important gap in
our understanding of Philistine his-
tory,” Gitin said. In 604 B.C., Nebu-
chadnezzar of Babylon invaded and
put the Philistines’ cities to the
sword. There is no remnant of them
after that.

Crusaders arriving from Europe in
1099 built a fortress on the remains
of Gath, and later the site became
home to an Arab village, Tel el-Safi,
which emptied during the war sur-
rounding Israel’s creation in 1948.
Today Gath is in a national park.

A history of violence
The story of the Philistines — a

somewhat one-sided version — was
preserved in the Hebrew Bible.

The hero Samson, who married a
Philistine woman, skirmished with
them repeatedly before being be-
trayed and taken, blinded and bound,
to their temple at Gaza. There, the
story goes, he broke free and shat-
tered two support pillars, bringing
the temple down and killing every-
one inside, including himself.

One intriguing find at Gath is the
remains of a large structure, possibly
a temple, with two pillars. Maeir has
suggested that this might have been a
known design element in Philistine
temple architecture when it was
written into the Samson story.

Diggers at Gath have also found
shards preserving names similar to
Goliath — an Indo- European name,
not a Semitic one of the kind that
would have been used by the local
Canaanites or Israelites. These finds
show the Philistines indeed used
such names and suggest that this
detail, too, might be drawn from an
accurate picture of their society.

Maeir said the findings at the site
support the idea that the Goliath
story faithfully reflects something of
the geopolitical reality of the period:
frequent violence between the pow-
erful Philistines of Gath with the
kings of Jerusalem in the frontier
zone between them.

“It doesn’t mean that we’re one day
going to find a skull with a hole in its
head from the stone that David slung
at [Goliath], but it nevertheless tells
that this reflects a cultural milieu
that was actually there at the time,”
Maeir said.

— Associated Press

ARIEL SCHALIT/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Volunteers and archaeologists work at the site of Gath, the Philistine city that
was destroyed in the 9th century B.C.

The problem with this, in Makary’s
point of view, is that “patients have
come to trust official hospital Web sites
as an official source for medical infor-
mation, and [they] expect the voice of a
doctor.”

Lisa McDonald, director of market-
ing for GWU Hospital, wrote in an
e-mail that “While the hospital’s web-
site informs patients of the full range of
services we offer, the ultimate decision
about a patient’s course of treatment is
a medical decision made by doctors
with the patient’s best interest in
mind.” Hwang said, “I don’t personally
see those as issues, as we present both
options and outcomes on our site,”
adding, “I agree there’s a lot of market-
ing out there.”

Mixed results
Research on robotic surgery has

shown a mix of results. As of June, 23
randomized clinical trials and 371 pro-
spective and retrospective studies of da
Vinci procedures had been published,
according to Intuitive, which provided
financial or other support to some of
those studies. Among the results are
those benefits mentioned on hospital
Web sites, such as less scarring and
pain. But many studies only compared
robotic surgery with open surgery,
which has already been overtaken by
minimally invasive techniques in cer-
tain procedures. Studies that compared
robotic surgery and traditional lap-
aroscopy, for example, often found
little to no difference in outcomes.

Chris Simmonds, senior director of
marketing services for Intuitive, said,
“In more complex procedures, we be-
lieve there are also benefits [of robotic]
over laparoscopic,” but “the big [com-
parison] value is between robotic and
open surgery.” Simmonds noted that
many hospitals are internally tracking
procedures and seeing da Vinci’s bene-
fits, but the data are unpublished.

“[With da Vinci,] there’s much more
ease and maneuverability – you can
turn the corner in the throat, for
example,” said Nader Sadeghi, a head
and neck surgeon at GWU Hospital.
Sadeghi has done about 15 robotic
surgeries and uses da Vinci for diffi-
cult-to-reach throat cancers.

Hwang has performed about 1,250
robotic prostate removals and said that
da Vinci helps visualize the tight space
around the prostate and avoid blood
vessels and nerves. More than 80
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mies and throat cancer surgeries,
among others.

“Robotic surgery has transformed
fields that used to be focused on open
procedures into ones focused much
more on minimally invasive tech-
niques,” said Jonathan Hwang, director
of the Robotic Surgery Program at
Washington Hospital Center. Da Vinci
can be expected to gain ground in
colorectal and general surgery over the
coming years, Hwang added.

Such expansion has raised concerns
about whether hospitals are overly
promoting robotic surgery.

“I think people are captured by the
belief that being operated on with the
newest technology, like a robot, is
always better than the old ways — that
is not always true,” said Gabriel Bar-
bash, a cardiovascular surgeon.

Costs and competition
Barbash, who does not work with the

robot, co-authored a commentary, last
year in the New England Journal of
Medicine, that looked at a variety of
studies and estimated that robotic
surgery added an average of $1,600 —
or about 6 percent — to the cost of an
operation. The difference was even
greater when researchers factored in
the price of the robot itself — $1 million
to $2.3 million, plus up to $170,000 per
year in maintenance, according to Intu-
itive Surgical, maker of the da Vinci.
(Medicare and many other insurance
plans providers cover use of the da
Vinci for all commonly performed oper-
ations.)

With hospitals making such large
investments in the new technology,
Barbash said, they have incentives to
promote da Vinci.

“The competition right now [for
patients] is on the level of billboards,
advertisements, Web sites and more,”
said Martin Makary, co-author of a
recent study on this topic published in
the Journal for Healthcare Quality and
a pancreatic surgeon at Johns Hopkins
School of Medicine. “The competition
should be on the level of outcomes.”

The study by Makary, who has
trained on the robot but is unconvinced
so far of its overall benefits, found that
among 164 U.S. hospital Web sites
featuring robotic technology, 18 per-
cent made use of what the study termed
emotionally appealing phrases, 73 per-
cent used manufacturer-provided im-
ages or text, and 33 percent linked
directly to a manufacturer’s Web site.

In addition, 89 percent of hospital
sites claimed that robotic surgery is
superior; the most common claims
were that it shortens recovery time and
lessens pain, scarring and/or blood loss.
No site mentioned risks, though there
have been reports of injury, and no site
referenced a randomized clinical trial
— the gold standard for evidence — to
support their superiority claims.

“Materials provided by hospitals re-
garding the surgical robot overestimate
benefits, largely ignore risks and are
strongly influenced by the manufactur-
er,” the Makary study said.

Among Washington area hospitals,
George Washington University Hospi-
tal uses both images and text from
Intuitive; the hospital’s Web site also
links to Intuitive’s Web site. Washing-
ton Hospital Center uses an Intuitive-
produced video to explain da Vinci and
describe its benefits, and it has manu-
facturer images. Both sites combine
manufacturer content with their own.
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percent of prostate removals now are
done robotically, according to research
presented at the annual meeting of the
American Urological Association in
May.

“Laparoscopic surgery, because it’s
so difficult, especially with prostatecto-
mies, has been abandoned,” Hwang
said of the shift.

Hysterectomy is the second most
commonly performed procedure with
the da Vinci. Five years after FDA
approval, more than 100,000 of an
estimated 550,000 to 600,000 hysterec-
tomies nationally in 2010 were per-
formed robotically, according to Intui-
tive. Not everyone agrees that the
increase is justified.

Looking for the truth
Paul MacKoul, director of the Wom-

en’s Surgery Center, which has offices
in Maryland and Virginia, said he
believes there’s a growing overreliance
on robotic surgery for a few reasons,
including marketing by Intuitive. Mac-
Koul said his practice does not have a
da Vinci: He prefers laparoscopic sur-
gery because he believes it allows for
smaller incisions and shorter operating
and recovery time. The Women’s Sur-
gery Center airs radio ads and features
a “Truth About Robotics” section on its
Web site with that message.

Cheryl Iglesia, a gynecologic surgeon
at Washington Hospital Center who has
performed more than 200 robotic pro-
cedures, said that da Vinci should not
be the first choice for straightforward
hysterectomy. She has, however, seen
shortened recovery times with its use
and considers the device an “enabling
technology” that provides better view-
ing and hand-eye coordination and is
valuable in complex cases.

With the range of procedures that
can be performed robotically, surgeons
agree that further evidence needs to be
collected and more comparisons need
to be done. “We’ve seen advantages, but
those need to be verified,” Sadeghi said,
while Hwang said that more studies of
robotic vs. laparoscopic surgery need to
be performed.

For now, though, said Barbash, “Pa-
tients should be choosing surgeons and
not robots. Choose the best surgeon
and go with the surgical methodology
with which he/she feels most comfort-
able.”

torresc@washpost.com
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Thoracic surgeonMark Dylewski spent approximately six hours on a procedure to remove a cancerous lung tumor from a
patient using the da Vinci surgical system that has been installed at SouthMiami Hospital.

Dylewski uses precise handmovements to operate the robotic device,
which is being used for a growing number of surgical procedures.
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Bones found at the site show that
they also ate pigs and dogs, unlike the
neighboring Israelites, who deemed
those animals unclean, restrictions
that still exist in Jewish dietary law.

Diggers at Gath have also uncov-
ered traces of a destruction of the city
in the 9th century B.C.: A ditch and
embankment built around the city by
a besieging army is still visible as a
dark line running across the sur-
rounding hills. The razing of Gath at
that time appears to have been the
work of the Aramean king Hazael in
830 B.C., an incident mentioned in
the Book of Kings.

Gath’s importance is that the
“wonderful assemblage of material

culture” uncovered there sheds light
on how the Philistines lived in the
10th and 9th centuries B.C., said
Seymour Gitin, director of the W.F.
Albright Institute of Archaeological
Research in Jerusalem and an expert
on the Philistines.

That would include the era of the
kingdom ruled from Jerusalem by
David and Solomon, if such a king-
dom existed as described in the Bible.
Other Philistine sites have provided
archaeologists with information
about earlier and later times but not
much from that key period.

“Gath fills a very important gap in
our understanding of Philistine his-
tory,” Gitin said. In 604 B.C., Nebu-
chadnezzar of Babylon invaded and
put the Philistines’ cities to the
sword. There is no remnant of them
after that.

Crusaders arriving from Europe in
1099 built a fortress on the remains
of Gath, and later the site became
home to an Arab village, Tel el-Safi,
which emptied during the war sur-
rounding Israel’s creation in 1948.
Today Gath is in a national park.

A history of violence
The story of the Philistines — a

somewhat one-sided version — was
preserved in the Hebrew Bible.

The hero Samson, who married a
Philistine woman, skirmished with
them repeatedly before being be-
trayed and taken, blinded and bound,
to their temple at Gaza. There, the
story goes, he broke free and shat-
tered two support pillars, bringing
the temple down and killing every-
one inside, including himself.

One intriguing find at Gath is the
remains of a large structure, possibly
a temple, with two pillars. Maeir has
suggested that this might have been a
known design element in Philistine
temple architecture when it was
written into the Samson story.

Diggers at Gath have also found
shards preserving names similar to
Goliath — an Indo- European name,
not a Semitic one of the kind that
would have been used by the local
Canaanites or Israelites. These finds
show the Philistines indeed used
such names and suggest that this
detail, too, might be drawn from an
accurate picture of their society.

Maeir said the findings at the site
support the idea that the Goliath
story faithfully reflects something of
the geopolitical reality of the period:
frequent violence between the pow-
erful Philistines of Gath with the
kings of Jerusalem in the frontier
zone between them.

“It doesn’t mean that we’re one day
going to find a skull with a hole in its
head from the stone that David slung
at [Goliath], but it nevertheless tells
that this reflects a cultural milieu
that was actually there at the time,”
Maeir said.

— Associated Press
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Volunteers and archaeologists work at the site of Gath, the Philistine city that
was destroyed in the 9th century B.C.

The problem with this, in Makary’s
point of view, is that “patients have
come to trust official hospital Web sites
as an official source for medical infor-
mation, and [they] expect the voice of a
doctor.”

Lisa McDonald, director of market-
ing for GWU Hospital, wrote in an
e-mail that “While the hospital’s web-
site informs patients of the full range of
services we offer, the ultimate decision
about a patient’s course of treatment is
a medical decision made by doctors
with the patient’s best interest in
mind.” Hwang said, “I don’t personally
see those as issues, as we present both
options and outcomes on our site,”
adding, “I agree there’s a lot of market-
ing out there.”

Mixed results
Research on robotic surgery has

shown a mix of results. As of June, 23
randomized clinical trials and 371 pro-
spective and retrospective studies of da
Vinci procedures had been published,
according to Intuitive, which provided
financial or other support to some of
those studies. Among the results are
those benefits mentioned on hospital
Web sites, such as less scarring and
pain. But many studies only compared
robotic surgery with open surgery,
which has already been overtaken by
minimally invasive techniques in cer-
tain procedures. Studies that compared
robotic surgery and traditional lap-
aroscopy, for example, often found
little to no difference in outcomes.

Chris Simmonds, senior director of
marketing services for Intuitive, said,
“In more complex procedures, we be-
lieve there are also benefits [of robotic]
over laparoscopic,” but “the big [com-
parison] value is between robotic and
open surgery.” Simmonds noted that
many hospitals are internally tracking
procedures and seeing da Vinci’s bene-
fits, but the data are unpublished.

“[With da Vinci,] there’s much more
ease and maneuverability – you can
turn the corner in the throat, for
example,” said Nader Sadeghi, a head
and neck surgeon at GWU Hospital.
Sadeghi has done about 15 robotic
surgeries and uses da Vinci for diffi-
cult-to-reach throat cancers.

Hwang has performed about 1,250
robotic prostate removals and said that
da Vinci helps visualize the tight space
around the prostate and avoid blood
vessels and nerves. More than 80



DR. DA VINCI WILL SEE YOU NOW by Christian Torres 
 
This story was by far my biggest challenge of the summer, but it also became one of the 
stories I was most proud of. When I arrived at The Washington Post, I had already done 
several stories on medical research, so I wanted to carry over that experience into a 
more consumer-friendly story that would also be issue-driven. 
 
Robotic surgery perfectly fit the bill: It’s an emerging technology with a growing 
collection of research, as well as plenty of consumer interest and controversy. The 
study at the center of my story came out of browsing random press releases, but I was 
able to research from there and eventually turn it into something much larger. I read 
dozens of research articles and commentaries, interviewed about a dozen people and 
browsed the web for hours on end to get a grasp of the topic. I also read several other 
published stories about robotic surgery and found where my story could fit in. While 
others focused on one procedure or only touted the benefits of the technology, I wanted 
to a take a more critical, balanced approach and bring in issues like cost, effectiveness, 
and marketing. 
 
Finding balance, however, was an immense challenge. I quickly realized that there were 
few clear answers, if any, regarding robotic surgery’s effectiveness. And in talking with 
sources, I also found that there were numerous conflicts of interest to address. I worked 
closely with my editors on these and other fronts. I had to cover all bases and keep the 
story fair, but I also had to make sure the story was interesting and understandable. 
After several drafts, and several times returning to my sources and research, I had a 
piece that was interesting and challenged the reader to carefully consider robotic 
surgery. I had many people contact me once the piece was published, some sharing 
their own robotic surgery experience, and others thanking me for exploring the pros and 
cons before they had to make a decision about surgery for themselves. I’m happy to 
know that this piece helped stir up important conversations. 
 
This article, which originally ran on July 19, 2011, has been reproduced in its entirety on ourwebsite with 
permission from The Washington Post. 
 
 


