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Yosemite, again in corporate crosshairs, embodies the long war over US national park privatization

theconversation.com · Michael Childers, Associate Professor of History, Colorado State University

Yosemite National Park is home to three groves of massive ancient sequoia trees. Jim West/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty ImagesReports that the Trump administration is working to transfer part of Yosemite National Park to a private land developer have heightened concerns among park advocates and the public about privatization of public land.


The proposed deal, which a government spokesperson said has not been finalized, would involve a land swap: The government would give the developer a small area of the park’s land on which to build a private access road between a proposed resort and the park itself. In exchange, the developer would buy land of similar value near the park, or elsewhere in California, and transfer that land to federal ownership.


Environmental advocates and park staff have worried for more than a year that the administration’s cuts to the National Park Service’s budget and staffing would lead to further privatization of the national parks’ land and business operations.


The nation has a long history of similar efforts, including a wildly unpopular 1980 attempt by Reagan administration Interior Secretary James Watt to promote development and expand private concessions in the parks. But debate over using public national park land for private profit dates back more than a century before that.


As I explain in my book, “The Mountains Are Calling: Tourists and the Unmaking of Yosemite National Park,” no park has played a more central role in that debate than Yosemite, in California. 


Early concerns


In early 1864, Central American Steamship Transit Company representative Israel Ward Raymond wrote a letter to John Conness, a U.S. senator from California, urging the government to move swiftly to preserve the Yosemite Valley and the Mariposa Grove of giant sequoia trees to prevent them from falling into private hands. Five months later, President Abraham Lincoln signed the Yosemite Grant Act, ceding the valley and the grove to the state of California, “upon the express conditions that the premises shall be held for public use, resort, and recreation.” This was years before Yellowstone became the first federal land designated a national park in 1872.



            [image: A sepia-toned image of a lake with massive trees and even bigger mountains behind it.]
            
              For centuries, the natural beauty of the Yosemite Valley has impressed visitors.
              Sepia Times/Universal Images Group via Getty Images
            
          

Controversy arose quickly at Yosemite. Two men – James Lamon and James Hutchings – had claimed land in the valley before the federal government gave it to California. Both began commercial operations, Lamon growing cash crops and Hutchings operating a hotel.


California said their businesses threatened the state’s ability to develop roads and trails in Yosemite by competing for tourist dollars. A legal battle ensued and was not resolved until an 1872 U.S. Supreme Court ruling found that the men’s land claims had not been fully validated according to the procedures of the time. The California legislature paid both men compensation for their land, and both left the park.


In 1890, neighboring parts of the Yosemite area became America’s third national park – and in 1906, the federal government again took possession of the Yosemite Valley itself and the Mariposa Grove, specifically to incorporate them into an expansion of the national park.


Development rights


Yet, as my research has found, the role of private interests in the park remained unsolved. Private companies under contract to the National Park Service have long provided needed amenities such as lodging and food within the national parks. But questions over what is acceptable in national parks in the pursuit of profit have shaped Yosemite’s history for generations.


In 1925, I found, the question centered on the right to build the first gas station inside the park, in Yosemite Valley. Two private businesses, the Curry Camping Company and the Yosemite National Park Company, had long competed for tourist dollars within the park. Each wanted to build a gas station to boost profits.



            [image: A large building stands in front of a massive set of cliffs.]
            
              The Ahwahnee is a privately run hotel inside Yosemite National Park.
              George Rose/Getty Images
            
          

Frustrated over the need to decide, National Park Service Director Horace Albright ordered the rival firms to simplify management of the park’s concessions. The companies merged, and the newly formed Yosemite Park and Curry Company was granted the exclusive rights to run lodges, restaurants and other facilities within the park, including the new gas station.


But as I found in my research, the park service and the concessions company did not always see eye to eye on the purpose of the park. The conflict between profit and preservation is perhaps most clearly illustrated by the construction of a ski area within the park in the early 1930s. The park service initially opposed the development of Badger Pass Ski Area as not conducive to the national park ideal, but the Yosemite Park and Curry Company insisted it was key to boosting winter use of the park.


In 1973, the Music Corporation of America, an entertainment conglomerate, bought the Yosemite Park and Curry Company. The company already had a tourist attraction operating near Hollywood, where visitors could pay to tour movie sets, but had not yet changed its name to Universal Studios or launched major theme parks in Florida and California. Its purchase of the park’s concessions set off a firestorm of controversy over fears of turning Yosemite into a theme park.


That didn’t happen, but annual park visitor numbers climbed from 2.5 million to 3.8 million over the 20 years MCA ran the concessions, which sparked concerns about development and overcrowding in the park. Conservationists argued the park service had allowed the corporate giant to promote and develop the park in ways that threatened the very aspects of the park most people came to enjoy.


With three restaurants, two service stations with a total of 15 gas pumps, two cafeterias, two grocery stores, seven souvenir shops, a delicatessen, a bank, a skating rink, three swimming pools, a golf course, two tennis courts, kennels, a barbershop, a beauty shop, Badger Pass Ski Area and three lodges, the Yosemite Valley was a busy commercial district. Critics argued that such development contradicted the park service’s mandate to leave national parks unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.



            [image: A few people stand in a large gap within a tree trunk while other people stand nearby.]
            
              Crowds gather at some of Yosemite’s most popular sites, such as the California Tunnel Tree.
              David McNew/AFP via Getty Images
            
          

Who owns the names?


Falling profits and consolidation within the music industry led MCA to sell its concessions rights in Yosemite in 1993. The Delaware North Companies, a global hospitality corporation, took over and ran the park’s concessions until 2016, when it sold the rights to Aramark.


But in that sale, the question of public resources and private profits arose again. Delaware North demanded $51 million in compensation for Aramark continuing to use the names of several historic properties within the park, such as the Ahwahnee, a hotel, and Curry Village, another group of visitor accommodations. The company claimed those names were a part of its assets under its contract with the park service.


The park service rejected the claim, saying the names, which dated back more than a century, belonged to the American people. But to avoid legal problems during the transition, the agency temporarily renamed several sites, including calling the Ahwahnee the Majestic Yosemite Hotel and changing Curry Village to Half Dome Village. Public outrage erupted, denouncing the claim by Delaware North as commercial overreach that threatened to distort Yosemite’s heritage. In 2019, the park service and Aramark agreed to pay Delaware North a total of $12 million to settle the dispute, and the original names were restored.



            
            Protesters unfurl an upside-down U.S. flag from the top of El Capitan in Yosemite National Park in February 2025, protesting Trump administration changes to the National Park Service.
          

Renewed interest in commercial efforts


In June 2025, Yosemite again took center stage in the dispute over the role of federal funding versus private interests at the start of the second Trump administration when a group of climbers unfurled an American flag upside down off El Capitan in protest of the administration’s cuts in personnel and slashing of the park service’s budget. 


Conservationists, including former National Park Service Director Jonathan Jarvis, argued that by defunding the park service and laying off as much as a quarter of its workforce, the Trump administration was “laying the groundwork to privatize” the national parks by allowing corporate interests more access to public lands. Those concerns echo ones raised during the first Trump administration, when the White House argued privatization would better serve the American public by improving visitor experiences and saving federal dollars. 


Members of Congress and former park service officials say the reported effort in 2026 to turn over park land to a private owner would be a major blow to federal efforts to protect parks and conserve land.


Whichever side prevails in the short term, the debate over the role of private interests within national parks like Yosemite will undoubtedly continue.


This article contains material previously published July 31, 2025.

Michael Childers does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/yosemite-again-in-corporate-crosshairs-embodies-the-long-war-over-us-national-park-privatization-291015
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Decades after 9/11, toxic dust and PTSD may be accelerating brain aging among first responders

theconversation.com · Roberto Lucchini, Professor of Occupational and Environmental Health Sciences, Florida International University

The aftermath of the World Trade Center attacks casts a long shadow on survivors. Adam Gray/Getty ImagesHundreds of first responders have told me they remember exactly how they felt during the World Trade Center attacks, even 25 years on.


They tell me that they remember not being able to think, see or smell anything. They could focus only on digging and pulling debris out of the way. They could not rest because those trapped beneath the rubble could not wait. Death was all around them, and they could only do as much as they could to hold it back.


While what happened on 9/11 was unprecedented, similar tragedies happen quite frequently. As a physician in occupational health who works with 9/11 first responders, I can easily imagine those same thoughts from other firefighters, paramedics and construction workers trying to save lives after the deadly summer 2026 earthquakes in Venezuela, Colombia and Indonesia or the disastrous floods in Nepal. 


These first responders may also need to recover human remains from the rubble. Surrounding these moments of intimate grief are dust, toxic fumes and cries for help. And this trauma takes a toll.



            [image: Aerial view of the wreckage of the World Trade Center, crowds of first responders attempting to rescue and recover survivors from the rubble]
            
              The destruction of the World Trade Center was unprecedented, but such disasters are not uncommon throughout the world.
              Mario Tama/Getty Images
            
          

Whether it’s industrial or nuclear disasters, extreme weather, wildfires, volcanic eruptions, war or terrorist attacks, first responders and affected communities can experience significant physical and mental health effects both during rescue and recovery operations and for years afterward. All are vulnerable to mental and physical harm no matter how well trained they may be. 


Research from my team suggests that among these risks is post-traumatic stress disorder that may cause their brain to age faster.


PTSD among first responders


Post-traumatic stress disorder, also known as PTSD, is a complex mental health condition that can develop after experiencing or witnessing a traumatic event. Psychological trauma refers to the lasting emotional effects of direct or indirect exposure to life-threatening circumstances or violence. 


PTSD may involve intrusive memories, avoidance, heightened alertness, sleep problems and changes in mood and thinking. Anxiety and depression commonly occur alongside PTSD.


Around 23% of World Trade Center responders have been diagnosed with PTSD. In comparison, around 6% of the U.S. general population are estimated to have had PTSD over their lifetime.


When I talk to 9/11 first responders, they describe their PTSD and cognitive difficulties as interconnected problems that continue to affect their lives today. Those traumatic memories remain vivid, and some first responders continue to experience anxiety, depression, intrusive thoughts, sleep problems and difficulty controlling their emotions. 


Trauma speeds brain aging


As they age, many 9/11 first responders have also noticed their memory, concentration and mental sharpness get worse. They increasingly fear losing their independence. Rather than occurring as separate conditions, physical illness, cognitive changes and emotional distress often reinforce one another. 


In another study, researchers from my team monitored the cognitive function of more than 5,000 World Trade Center first responders without dementia between 2014 and 2022. Over approximately five years, 228 developed dementia before age 65. First responders with the most severe exposure to potentially neurotoxic dust and debris at ground zero had a substantially higher incidence of dementia than those with minimal exposure or who consistently used personal protective equipment such as respirators. This link remained after controlling for demographic, lifestyle, medical and genetic factors.


Before I began studying the health effects of 9/11, I was examining workers exposed to neurotoxic metals and industrial pollution in northern Italy. Knowing the harmful toxins in World Trade Center dust, I began to wonder whether 9/11 responders might face similar long-term risks to their brains. That concern grew when brain scans of both groups showed a similar increase in deposits of a protein linked to Alzheimer’s disease and cognitive decline called beta-amyloid.



            [image: Person looking directly at the camera, wearing construction hat adorned with various patches, including one with an etching of the Twin Towers reading 'NEVER FORGET']
            
              Construction worker James Nolan is among the 9/11 first responders sickened by the toxic dust and debris from the World Trade Center.
              AP Photo/David Goldman
            
          

Research from my team also found that the brains of 9/11 male responders with PTSD had MRI results consistent with older-appearing brains than those without PTSD. 


In that 2025 study, we measured the brain structures using MRI scans and an AI model to estimate each participant’s brain age. The AI model had been trained to predict a person’s chronological age from the overall structure of their brain, based on data from more than 11,500 MRI brain scans from healthy people ages 5 to 95. We used the difference between a person’s predicted brain age and their actual age as a measure of accelerated brain aging. 


We also saw that first responders with PTSD had brains that appeared about three years older than their chronological age. In contrast, the estimated brain age of responders without PTSD approximately matched their actual chronological age. Each additional month a first responder spent working at ground zero was associated with roughly four to five additional months of apparent brain aging, suggesting that how long they were exposed to the disaster played a key role in this aging process.


Caring for first responders


The experiences of first responders show that the effects of 9/11 are an ongoing health issue. These health consequences evolve as people age, and they still require coordinated mental, cognitive, physical and social support decades later.


Every 9/11 anniversary brings back vivid memories of the tragedy, along with the same restlessness, frustration and pain of being there. Yet many on the front lines have told me that they feel pride and a sense of belonging with the knowledge that they helped people in desperate need. Their service remains an enduring example of human solidarity in a moment of crisis.


Honoring that legacy also means protecting those who come to our rescue during the emergency. I believe that, as a society, Americans have a responsibility to safeguard, protect and care for their health throughout their entire lives. They were there for America in one of its darkest moments; Americans must be there for them in the years to come.

Roberto Lucchini receives research funding from NIH and CDC/NIOSH. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/decades-after-9-11-toxic-dust-and-ptsd-may-be-accelerating-brain-aging-among-first-responders-289755
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Caterpillar twitches in an ultraquiet chamber are helping biologists understand how these insects hear without ears

theconversation.com · Aishwarya Sriram, Ph.D. Candidate in Biological Sciences, Binghamton University, State University of New York · Carol Miles, Associate Professor of Biological Sciences, Binghamton University, State University of New York · Ronald Miles, Professor of Mechanical Engineering, Binghamton University, State University of New York · Sara Aghazadeh, Ph.D. Candidate in Mechanical Engineering, Binghamton University, State University of New York

A tobacco hornworm caterpillar is exposed to vibrations in an anechoic chamber.  Binghamton University, State University of New YorkIn a quiet summer garden, a caterpillar perches on a branch, munching serenely on leaves. A moment later it freezes. It senses danger – and just in time. From behind, a wasp approaches, sizing up its prey. 


Tobacco hornworm caterpillars don’t look like they have ears, and yet they’re able to sense predators such as wasps. How does the caterpillar know a wasp is approaching? 


Scientists do not yet fully understand how this caterpillar’s senses work, but we are part of a team of biologists and engineers who want to figure it out. Our ongoing research suggests the tobacco hornworms can hear using tiny, supersensitive hairs on their body. 


Understanding the intricate biological mechanisms that allow this organism to perceive and interact with its environment would help solve a mystery of the natural world. It could also help scientists design new, cheaper microphone technology.


Because the hornworms’ hairs are so sensitive, we have to study them in complete silence. And where better to study hearing than in the complete silence of an anechoic chamber?


What happens in the anechoic chamber


What happens outside the anechoic chamber stays outside the anechoic chamber, because it is meticulously built that way. Anechoic chambers are some of the quietest places in the world. They are engineered specifically to block the entry of any undesired sounds. Heavy-duty steel springs support the “floating” chamber and keep it from touching the ground. This detachment isolates the space from outside vibrations or noise.


In such a chamber, we studied the caterpillars’ responses to vibrations. Every day for a year, we set up a caterpillar on a platform and sent vibrations toward the platform at a variety of intensities. 


To measure the movement and precise vibrations that traveled through the platform the caterpillar sat on, we used a device called an accelerometer. In response to vibrations, we sometimes saw the caterpillars jump; at other times they twitched or even shuddered from the sheer physical force. 


Through our observations, we pinned down the specific threshold where the caterpillars stopped reacting to vibrations. Any vibration weaker than that magnitude, and the caterpillar wouldn’t visibly react at all.



            
            Researchers study caterpillars in an anechoic chamber.
          

After noticing this consistent pattern, we decided to test more caterpillars inside the anechoic chamber, but this time using airborne sound as the stimulus. The idea here was that if the caterpillars are more sensitive to sound than they are to vibrations, they are probably hearing airborne sounds independent of any vibrations. 


Sound is broadly defined as a form of vibration or energy that becomes audible, meaning you can hear it with your ears. But here’s the catch: Sound also causes objects to vibrate. To make sure the caterpillar wasn’t just sensing the sound’s vibrations through the platform, we also used the accelerometer to measure the vibrations that the platform experienced from the sound. Our goal was to compare the platform vibrations produced in two distinct scenarios: when sound through the air was used as the stimulus versus when just direct vibrations were used as the stimulus. 


We noticed that this time the caterpillars continued reacting to the sound even beneath their threshold of response to the direct vibrations. This finding suggested that they were hearing the airborne sounds. 


Finding the caterpillars’ ‘ears’


So, where are their “ears”? Or rather, what are their “ears”?


There are two ways of hearing sound: first from the sound waves’ pressure and second from the velocity of the particles making up the sound waves.


For the longest time, scientists have associated hearing with tympanal organs. A tympanal organ in most mammals is a membrane that vibrates in response to pressure from sound waves. Its vibration moves the bone structures adjacent to it as well. 


In most insects that respond to sound pressure, the structure analogous to the tympanal organ is a sac filled with air. They perceive any vibrations to this sac as sound. 


But caterpillars pose a challenge to this typical hearing system, because they can hear but do not have obvious tympanal membranes. After digging into some past research and examining the caterpillars under the microscope, we spotted the distinctive hairs on their bodies. 



            [image: Four people, two standing and observing and two crouching on the ground next to a mechical platform, standing in a chamber with foam tiles covering the walls]
            
              Researchers set up the hornworm caterpillar experiment in Binghamton University’s anechoic chamber.
              Binghamton University, State University of New York
            
          

Thus, our next project began. We removed their hairs and compared their responses to sound before and after the hair removal. Sometimes we surgically removed all the hairs by plucking them with tweezers under the microscope, and sometimes we strategically targeted a few.  


The result was striking: The caterpillars’ defensive reactions decreased dramatically across various sound frequencies depending on which specific hairs were removed. While our research continues, and we haven’t yet published our results in a journal, this work is allowing us to piece together the caterpillar hearing puzzle and investigate which of these hairs are tuned to register different sound frequencies. 


This line of research into how insects hear sounds using specialized, microscopic hairs could inspire a new generation of acoustic tools. Standard microphones are devices that contain membranes within them that can detect sound pressure levels. By mimicking these biological systems, such as using structures like these hairs in place of membranes, future microphones could be designed to instead measure the air particle velocity caused by sound, alongside the sound pressure levels. 


Microphones that can detect air particle velocity would also be able to determine the direction of origin of the sound wave. In the case of microphone designs for hearing aids, a microphone that is able to track both sound pressure and air particle velocity could provide the user with information on both volume and direction of the sound wave. And studying caterpillars’ hearing systems and imitating how their “hearing hairs” work could inspire such directional microphones.

The authors do not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and have disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/caterpillar-twitches-in-an-ultraquiet-chamber-are-helping-biologists-understand-how-these-insects-hear-without-ears-288877
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Trump is proposing a US Space Academy – if created, it could blur the lines between NASA and the military

theconversation.com · Wendy Whitman Cobb, Professor of Strategy and Security Studies, Air University

President Donald Trump shows off a signed copy of his executive order at the Johnson Space Center in Houston, flanked by NASA Administrator Jared Isaacman, right, and Kevin Hassett, director of the National Economic Council. AP Photo/Karen WarrenDuring a visit to NASA’s Johnson Space Center in Houston on Aug. 28, 2026, President Donald Trump signed an executive order to create a United States Space Academy. 


The proposal, which would establish a NASA-led institution set up along the lines of a military academy, is a new one. As a space policy expert, I see several open questions and potential problems related to the vision Trump’s executive order described.


The proposal


During his first term in office, Trump undertook several actions supporting space exploration.


He established the Artemis program, to return astronauts to the Moon, in 2017. A year later, he announced his support for a new branch of the military dedicated to space. In 2019, this became reality with the establishment of the Space Force.


Given this record, it’s not surprising that Trump has continued to show interest in space during his second term. 


During his remarks in Texas, Trump stated that the U.S. Space Academy will “serve both the United States Space Force as well as NASA and the civilian spaceflight industry.” Further, he said the school would be comparable to the other service academies such as West Point, the U.S. Air Force Academy and the U.S. Naval Academy. 


The actual executive order doesn’t create a space academy outright. It establishes a commission that must gather information and give a report within 120 days about the feasibility of a U.S. Space Academy. The commission will be led by Jared Isaacman, the NASA administrator, and will include, among others, the secretary of defense, the national security adviser and the director of the Office of Management and Budget.


That order says the academy would “develop a professional corps of civically grounded leaders prepared to advance American interests within the space domain.” As a NASA-led federal academy, it would be the first nonmilitary service academy that the government would run. The commission would then determine what exactly would be taught. 


Open questions


Both Trump’s speech and the executive order leave several open questions. First, former NASA leaders and members of Congress have expressed concerns about the relationship between a space academy and the military. 


The president’s comparison of the space academy to the military academies and his use of the Space Force in justifying a space academy contradict the executive order’s description of the effort as NASA-led, as NASA is not part of the military. 


This confusion even extends into reporting on Trump’s order, with news outlets running headlines like “A West Point for Space?” Since the 1950s, American space policy has separated civilian space efforts like NASA from military ones. While this division hasn’t always been perfect, the U.S. Space Academy proposal reignites a debate over this civilian-military split.


This leads to another question about what a space academy would teach. Military academies like West Point combine military training and education with typical college degree programs like engineering or the social sciences. It remains unclear what a space academy would teach and how much of its curriculum would be about military uses of space, versus exploration and science.



            [image: Rows of young people in blue uniforms sit and listen]
            
              Cadets at the Air Force Academy listen to a speech. Many astronauts start their careers in the Air Force.
              AP Photo/Ed Andrieski
            
          

The executive order opens up other questions about the academy’s relationship to civilian and military space programs. These include whether there are any potential obligations to serve in the Space Force and the extent to which Space Academy students would receive military-specific training. 


A second problem involves Congress. Not only is Congress responsible for establishing new bureaucratic organizations, but it must also provide funding for them. So, congressional action will be required to actually create the U.S. Space Academy. 


While getting the exact funding numbers for the military service academies is difficult, one member of Congress estimated that each service academy costs roughly US$1 billion per year. Starting an entirely new academy would require significantly more than that. If, as the executive order suggests, NASA would lead the academy, funding may be even more difficult because funding NASA is not mandatory. In fact, it is often one of the first agencies to suffer budget cuts. 




Other questions also remain: How will students be selected? Or will they apply? Where will the academy be located? And what degrees will it offer?


Implications


Establishing the U.S. Space Academy could be a wise decision, as space is becoming more important in everyday life. The pace of space activities – civilian, commercial and military – has increased significantly in the past decade and is poised to continue. For example, satellite constellations like SpaceX’s Starlink provide internet access globally, and the Global Positioning System, GPS, is a vital part of the economy worldwide. A space academy could help educate the next generation of engineers, scientists and spacecraft operators.



            [image: A man wearing a hard hat looking at two large telescope disks]
            
              A space academy could help train future space-sector professionals, though many existing universities also offer programs for aerospace scientists and engineers.
              andreonegin/iStock via Getty Images
            
          

But the biggest implication of this space academy proposal is that it would almost certainly lead to a reconsideration of the relationship between military and civilian space. The distinction between these two areas has been a cornerstone of U.S. space policy for over 65 years. While the lines have been blurred at times, a U.S. Space Academy that serves as both a military and civilian institution confuses them even further.


As tensions in space between the United States and its potential adversaries continue to rise, balance will be necessary to avoid any potential escalation. Space activities that are civilian in nature, like scientific exploration, should not be confused with those that are distinctly military related, such as missile warning or defense, that might be seen as more aggressive. Keeping this distinction clear will help to clear up any confusion about U.S. intentions in space.


It will also be important to define the precise purpose of the space academy and who exactly it will serve. What advantage does a space academy offer over civilian schools and universities that offer similar programs? Will commercial space companies have an opportunity to be involved? And what would that look like?  


While some might see the proposed U.S. Space Academy as a step on the way to Star Trek’s Starfleet Academy, there are many real-world questions that need to be answered first.

Wendy Whitman Cobb is affiliated with Air University. The opinions and conclusions expressed are those of the author and do not reflect the official policies or positions of the United States Air Force, the Department of War (Defense), or any other U.S. Government agency. Mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations do not imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.


Original: https://theconversation.com/trump-is-proposing-a-us-space-academy-if-created-it-could-blur-the-lines-between-nasa-and-the-military-290923
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Daejon Love case highlights online romance scams: Research reveals scammers’ tactics – and how to defend against them

theconversation.com · Fangzhou Wang, Assistant Professor of Criminology and Criminal Justice, University of Texas at Arlington

Sometimes, true love is too good to be true. kate3155/iStock via Getty ImagesImagine matching with someone on a dating app who seems to have it all: charm, wealth, a glamorous lifestyle and serious intentions about building a future with you.


That was the promise prosecutors say 35-year-old Daejon Love offered to women he met online. Federal authorities recently charged Love and an alleged accomplice with defrauding more than two dozen women of approximately US$1.3 million through fictitious investment opportunities. 


According to the complaint, Love allegedly posed as a San Francisco 49ers professional football player or wealthy real estate investor, used romantic relationships to gain women’s trust and then persuaded them to send money. The case is a stark reminder that dating scams often begin not with an obvious request for money but with the careful construction of emotional connection and trust. 


The internet has revolutionized dating, and there has been a surge in U.S. adults using apps to find ideal matches post-pandemic. While these apps offer convenience for connecting with romantic partners, they also open the door to online romance scams. Criminals create both deceptive profiles and urgent scenarios to carry out the scam.


The Federal Trade Commission reports that nearly 70,000 Americans fell victim to online romantic scams in 2022, with reported losses topping $1.3 billion.  


Online romance scams exploit people through calculated online social engineering and deliberately deceptive communication tactics. In a series of research projects, my colleagues from Georgia State University, University of Alabama, University of South Florida and I focused on understanding how scammers operate, the cues that may prompt changes in their tactics and what measures people can take to defend themselves against falling victim to this scam. 


How online romantic scams work


Online romance scams are not coincidental. They’re carefully planned schemes that follow  distinct stages. Research has identified five stages: 



	Baiting victims with attractive profiles. 

	Grooming victims with intimacy. 

	Creating crises to extract money.

	On occasion manipulating victims with blackmail. 

	Revealing the scam. 




In short, scammers do not swindle victims by chance. They plan their actions in advance, patiently following their playbooks to ensure profitable outcomes. Scammers worm their way into a victim’s heart to gain access to their money through false pretenses.



            
            Federal prosecutors have accused Daejon Love of defrauding women he met via dating apps.
          

In a previous study, my colleague Volkan Topalli and I analyzed victim testimonials from the website stop-scammers.com. Our research revealed scammers’ use of various social engineering techniques and crisis stories to prompt urgent requests. Scammers leveraged social norms, guilt and supposed emergencies to manipulate victims. Scammers also paid close attention to communication patterns and adapted their tactics based on victims’ responses. This interplay significantly influenced the overall operation of the scam. 


Across the globe, online romance scammers use different techniques that vary across cultures to successfully defraud victims. In my recent research, for example, I looked closely into an online romance scam in China called “Sha Zhu Pan,” which loosely translates to “Pig Butchering Scam.” In Sha Zhu Pan, scammers bait and groom victims for financial exploitation through well-structured group setups. Multiple scammers across four groups – hosts, resources, IT and money laundering – persuade victims through romantic tactics to invest in fake apps or use fake gambling websites, convincing them to pay more and more without ever receiving their money back. Hosts interact with victims, resources members identify targets and collect information about them, IT creates the fake apps and websites, and the money launderers process the ill-gotten gains.


Deterrence and rewards


Like street robbers, online romance scammers can be influenced both positively and negatively by a range of situational cues that serve as incentives or deterrents. 


Our investigation showed that deterrent messages can significantly affect scammers’ behavior. Here’s an example of a deterrent message: “I know you are scamming innocent people. My friend was recently arrested for the same offense and is facing five years in prison. You should stop before you face the same fate.” Based on live conversations with active scammers online, our recent analysis suggests that receiving deterrent messages reduced scammers’ response rate and their use of certain words, and increased the likelihood that when they sought further communications, they admitted they had done something wrong. 


Our observations indicate that scammers not only diversify their approaches to prompt more responses, such as appealing to their romantic relationships, asking for identifying information and requesting victims switch to private chat platforms, but they also use several techniques for getting victims to overcome their misgivings about sending the scammers more money. For example, scammers subtly persuade victims to see themselves as holding more power in the interaction than they do. 


Blocking scammers


There are methods that could help users defend against online romance scams. 


In experimental findings, my colleagues and I suggest online apps, especially dating apps, implement warning messages. An example would be applying linguistics algorithms to identify keywords like “money,” “MoneyGram” and “bank” in conversations to alert potential victims of the scam and deter scammers from engaging further. 


In addition, apps can use tools to detect counterfeit profile pictures and other types of image fraud. By concentrating on identifying scammers’ use of counterfeit profile pictures, this advanced algorithm holds the potential to preemptively hinder scammers from establishing fake profiles and initiating conversations from the outset. 



            
            The FBI gives advice on how to protect yourself from romance scams.
          

How to protect yourself


Online dating app users can take precautions when talking to strangers. There are five rules users should follow to steer clear of scammers: 



	Avoid sharing financial information with or sending money to strangers. 

	Refrain from sending private photos to strangers. 

	Pay attention to spelling and grammar because scammers often claim to reside in English-speaking countries when they actually operate in non-Western countries. 

	Use image and name-reverse searches.

	Confide in family and friends if you grow suspicious. 




One last piece of advice to empower those who have fallen victim to online romance scams: Don’t blame yourself. 


Take the courageous step of breaking free from the scam and seek support. Reach out to your loved ones, trustworthy third-party organizations and law enforcement agencies for help. This support network is essential in helping you restart your life and move forward.


This is an updated version of an article originally published on Aug. 4, 2023.

Fangzhou Wang does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Pyrograzing turns ordinary livestock into fire prevention heroes, so why isn’t it used on public lands more often?

theconversation.com · Briana Swette, Social-Ecological Systems Scientist, Boise State University · Kelly Hopping, Associate Professor in Human-Environment Systems, Boise State University

San Manuel, Calif., Assistant Fire Chief Ralph Tovar holds a young goat whose herd just spent a day eating brush and grass to reduce wildfire risk. Robyn Beck/AFP/Getty ImagesIn grasslands across the American West, four-legged fire prevention crews are busy at work, helping keep wildfire risk under control. These cattle, goats and sheep stomp down tall grasses as they munch their way through plants that could otherwise burn, lowering the risk of catastrophic fires in the process.


When livestock are intentionally used for wildfire control like this, the practice is known as targeted grazing. And it’s gaining attention as severe wildfire seasons push firefighters and public land budgets to the brink.


Strategically removing trees, shrubs and grasses can help alter the trajectory of future wildfires, but it is complex and expensive work that often involves intentional burning, herbicides and heavy machinery to thin forests or create fuel breaks.


Livestock can do some of this work instead, simply by grazing in the right places.



            [image: Cattle in California's summertime golden rolling hills.]
            
              Cattle grazing near Paso Robles, Calif., help lower the fire risk by stomping and eating dry grasses.
              Carol M. Highsmith/Buyenlarge/Getty Images
            
          

Current leaders of the U.S. Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management are pushing for more targeted grazing in National Forests and on other public lands as part of the 2025 Grazing Action Plan and its accompanying directives.


As rangeland scientists who study how to effectively use livestock grazing to manage wildfire fuels and invasive plants, we see potential but also limitations to this strategy.


The possibility of pyrograzing


Targeted pyrograzing can help manage wildfire risk well in certain contexts.


Livestock do not eat or trample large, woody trees, but most wildfires burn in grass and shrublands that livestock can help maintain. Beef cattle, for example, consumed around 600 pounds of vegetation per acre across nearly 34 million acres in California alone in 2017. In places such as Santa Clara County, California, grazing is now a formal part of wildfire management plans.





The goal is not necessarily to prevent wildfire altogether but to reduce flammable vegetation enough to avoid fueling catastrophic wildfires.


Removing hazardous fuels through livestock grazing and trampling can help slow a fire’s spread so firefighters can stop the fire before it enters communities or reduce its intensity so ecosystems are able to rebound afterward.


Livestock can go where fire crews can’t


In some cases, grazing can be more practical or cost-effective than other fire risk reduction methods.


For example, intentional burning is dangerous where there is so much vegetation that fires would burn too hot and fast to control. In other places, it isn’t feasible to spray herbicides across large areas or bring in heavy equipment to clear vegetation in remote locations.


But goats, sheep and cattle can eat their way across remote or steep terrain with little trouble.




We’ve spoken with savvy land managers who are also using livestock grazing to remove vegetation before carrying out intentional burns to make conditions safer for those fires. We’ve heard from others who are planning to use grazing before spraying herbicide to treat flammable invasive grasses to make it more effective.


A quarter of the U.S. Forest Service’s ranger districts in the Pacific Northwest, Intermountain and Pacific Southwest have used some kind of targeted grazing to manage fire risk. When we surveyed over 1,000 U.S. Forest Service staff, we found a majority think targeted grazing can be at least moderately effective to help with wildfire risk management, and over two-thirds rated past projects as moderately to extremely effective.



            [image: A map shows lots of sites with targeted grazing, particularly in California and Idaho.]
            
              Ranger districts where targeted grazing has been reported on national forest land in the Pacific Southwest, Intermountain and Pacific Northwest regions of the U.S. Forest Service.
              Kelly Hopping
            
          

Targeted grazing doesn’t work everywhere


Using targeted grazing at the scale needed to address widespread wildfire risk across federal lands would be difficult, and it won’t work everywhere.


To effectively reduce wildfire fuel with grazing, ranchers often need to bring livestock to certain areas at different times of year than usual, haul water so livestock can work in areas without natural water sources, or keep livestock in areas for longer than would be ideal for their weight gain.




Those factors cost ranchers money and can require shifts in their operation that aren’t practical. Or in certain contexts, animals simply may be unable to graze enough to achieve the desired reduction in wildfire risk.


Just 5% of Forest Service staff in the survey we conducted in 2025 reported that they were very likely or extremely likely to use targeted grazing in the next few years. Their answers were driven by how effective they believed targeted grazing could be, but also whether they felt they would have time to plan and manage it.


In particular, we found they were concerned about a lack of monitoring to ensure projects have the intended effect. Their ratings were also strongly connected to whether they felt that ranchers who already graze livestock on public lands could actually implement targeted grazing. And very few staff thought it would be feasible for the agency to pay ranchers to conduct targeted grazing as a vegetation treatment.


What’s needed for targeted grazing to succeed?


As the Grazing Action Plan pushes federal agencies to expand the use of targeted grazing, work is underway to evaluate where it could be effective. Some uncertainties remain, including around the question of paying ranchers and herders to perform targeted grazing as the practice scales up. Environmental groups have also sued over the plan, arguing that it would put wildlife at risk and is simply an excuse to open more land for ranchers.


While grazing is not appropriate everywhere, our research finds good examples of U.S. Forest Service staff incorporating livestock grazing into fire and fuels planning.






In Idaho, we are working with ranchers to test using sheep to reduce highly flammable and invasive grasses. In some years, the sheep have substantially reduced the amount of flammable invasive grass and even boosted the cover of native wildflowers. They have reduced invasive grass cover by over 20% in some years. Other times, the invasive grass matures so early that it is difficult to get the sheep to the target areas at the right time.


Overall, we have experienced firsthand the value when ranchers, herders, agency staff and scientists work together toward shared environmental goals. We believe the U.S. would benefit from financial and technical investment in both agency staff and ranchers to plan and perform targeted grazing so the practice can become a tried-and-true part of America’s strategy to live with wildfire.

Briana Swette's research discussed in this article was supported by the AFRI Education and Workforce Development Program, project award no. 2024-67012-42243, from the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Institute of Food and Agriculture, and from the Western Integrated Pest Management Center and the National Forest Foundation.
Kelly Hopping's research is supported by funding from the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture, through the Western Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education program under project numbers SW22-938, SW23-944, and SW25-012, and from the Northwest Climate Adaptation Science Center, Western Integrated Pest Management Center, and the National Forest Foundation.
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Why millions of people around the world are contracting measles in 2026

theconversation.com · Kathryn H. Jacobsen, Professor of Health Studies, University of Richmond

Bangladesh has been experiencing measles outbreaks since May 2026, with more than 900 measles deaths. Sony Ramani/NurPhoto via Getty ImagesThe World Health Organization estimates that in 2026 nearly 11 million people will contract the virus that causes measles. Most of these cases will occur in Africa and Asia, but many countries in the Americas and Europe are reporting outbreaks affecting hundreds or thousands of people.


There is no treatment for measles, but vaccines have been proven to be safe and effective at preventing the disease. Unvaccinated people who get sick with measles are at risk of serious complications that can lead to deafness, blindness and death. The risk of a bad outcome is higher for people who are undernourished and unable to access supportive medical care.


As an infectious disease epidemiologist, I study the reasons for changes in population health risks around the world. The specific factors leading to measles epidemics vary by country, but the underlying cause everywhere is decreased vaccination rates.


Zero-dose children in low-income countries


The vast majority of parents around the world want to protect their children from preventable infectious diseases through vaccination. In many lower-income countries, the supply of vaccines remains insufficient to meet the demand for them.


Because measles is highly contagious, the vaccination rate needs to be above 95% to protect a community from outbreaks, creating what is known as “herd immunity.” One dose of measles vaccine protects most people from the disease, but two doses are recommended to improve effectiveness.


Most high-income countries have measles vaccine rates near the 95% target. In Europe, the average one-dose vaccination rate is about 94%, and the two-dose rate is about 88%. In the U.S., more than 90% of 2-year-olds have received at least one dose of measles vaccine and more than 92% of kindergartners have received two doses. The vaccine coverage rate is above 95% in many communities, though it is much lower in some school districts.


In contrast, only about 80% of young children in low- and middle-income countries have received at least one dose of measles vaccine, and only about 70% have received two doses.


Almost every country had reduced access to vaccines during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, when supply chains and clinic access were severely disrupted. Most young children in high-income countries were able to catch up on missed doses before they reached school age. But in lower-income countries, millions of kids who missed routine vaccinations during the pandemic are still classified as “zero-dose children” who have not received any of the vaccines their countries recommend.


Only a tiny fraction of the cases of measles diagnosed in lower-income countries are confirmed with laboratory tests and reported to public health authorities, so it’s impossible to get an exact case count. But healthcare workers have reported observing higher than typical numbers of cases in many countries during the past year.


In 2026, measles epidemics have been reported in countries experiencing armed conflict or housing refugees displaced by war, such as Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, Sudan and Yemen.


Outbreaks have also been reported in peaceful countries, including Maldives and Zambia, and cases are surging in India. Dozens of other countries are also experiencing epidemics. All of these situations are linked to undervaccination.


Vaccine shortages in Bangladesh


Bangladesh has reported more measles cases this year than any other country, and more than 900 people have died from the infection.


While Bangladesh faces many of the same challenges as other low- and middle-income countries, the past few years have presented some unique difficulties. 


In 2024, the country’s longtime government collapsed and an interim government was installed. During this time of political instability the government ordered too few vaccine doses.


In 2025 vaccine shortages worsened when the interim government decided to stop procuring its vaccines through UNICEF and instead tried to purchase them through a competitive bidding process before new supply chains had been established.


Bangladesh has now resumed working with UNICEF to acquire vaccines. Unfortunately, it has returned to UNICEF at a time when its partner organization Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, is facing funding cuts.


Under Gavi’s cofinancing model, low- and middle-income countries’ initial vaccine purchases are subsidized by contributions from high-income countries and other investors. Over time, countries pay an increasing portion of their own vaccine costs.


Because Gavi pools orders from all over the world, it is able to shape markets and negotiate with vaccine manufacturers for lower costs per dose. The major limitation of this system is that reduced funding for global health shrinks the budget for subsidizing vaccine purchases.



            
            The ongoing measles outbreak in Bangladesh is the result of a unique combination of political upheaval and a shortage of vaccines.
          

But since 2025, France, Germany, the U.K., the U.S. and several other high-income countries have significantly reduced their budgets for development assistance, leaving Gavi with a substantial budget shortfall.


As Bangladesh has grown its economy, it is paying a greater share of the costs of the vaccines it purchases through Gavi. However, it does not yet have the means to fully self-finance its vaccine program. For now, if Gavi’s budget is not fully replenished, countries like Bangladesh will not have enough money to buy all of the vaccines they need.


Even though a mass vaccination campaign in early 2026 saw more than 1 million Bangladeshi children vaccinated against measles, the percentage of children who have been vaccinated remains far below the 95% threshold required to prevent widespread epidemics.



            [image: people stand in line for measles shots in a Mexican metro station]
            
              In the midst of a measles outbreak in February 2026, health authorities in Mexico organized a major vaccination campaign, administering shots in metro stations and other public gathering places around the country.
              Gerardo Vieyra/NurPhoto via Getty Images
            
          

Vaccine hesitancy in faith communities in the Americas


Two years ago the entire region of the Americas – North, Central, and South America and the Caribbean – was classified as a measles-free zone.


Canada officially lost its measles elimination status in November 2025 after more than a year of sustained transmission. Mexico and the U.S. have met the criteria to lose their measles-free status when the Pan American Health Organization’s measles elimination committee meets again in November 2026.


The country reporting the largest number of measles cases in the Americas in 2026 is Guatemala, which has already logged more than 30,000 confirmed cases. The Guatemalan epidemic has been traced back to a gathering in Santiago Atitlán in December 2025 that was organized by a Christian megachurch whose leaders have been vocal about their anti-vaccine views.


Measles began circulating in late 2024 and early 2025 in Canada, Mexico and the U.S. among rural, conservative Mennonite communities where leaving children unvaccinated has become the cultural norm.


In South Carolina and Utah, recent outbreaks have been linked to low vaccination rates among conservative religious groups that are not connected with Mennonite churches. More cases of measles have already been diagnosed in the U.S. in 2026 than in any year since 1991. 


The measles virus has moved from religious communities into other undervaccinated population groups. The epidemic that started in Mennonite villages in Mexico spread into neighboring Indigenous communities. An outbreak that started among German-speaking Mennonites in Bolivia crossed the border into Peru and was then amplified by visitors to large cultural festivals who brought the virus home with them.


Stopping the spread


The total number of measles cases per year decreased from an estimated 38 million in 2000 to about 10 million in 2019. That trend has reversed since the COVID-19 pandemic. The number of measles cases and the number of countries experiencing measles epidemics has gone up as the vaccination rate in some populations has gone down.


Getting back on track toward eliminating measles as a global public health problem will look different depending on the circumstances in each country. For low- and middle-income countries, ending measles epidemics will require increasing funding for Gavi and other international partnerships so that the vaccine supply can grow to meet the demand.


The need is different in countries where vaccination rates are falling even though measles vaccines are readily available. Stopping the spread of measles in undervaccinated communities will depend on the challenging task of building vaccine confidence among parents of young children.

Kathryn H. Jacobsen does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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Severe flooding raises deadly overdose risk in rural Appalachia, study finds – and the harm lasts for years

theconversation.com · Kristina P. Brant, Assistant Professor of Rural Sociology, Penn State

Flooding has torn apart homes in eastern Kentucky several times in recent years. Michael Swensen/Getty ImagesWhen she went to sleep on July 27, 2022, McKayla wasn’t worried about the storm that was raging outside her trailer in southeastern Kentucky. Intense storms came frequently in summer. While the creek in front of her home would often rise, water never came close enough to be a concern.


But at 6:30 the next morning, one of her children rushed into her room panicked. McKayla ran to the window to see their neighbors’ belongings floating by. “I started waking the kids up,” she recalled. “But by that point, there was absolutely no way we could have got out. From 6:40 to 7:10, the water had just started coming through the house. At 7:10 we were standing on my kitchen counter.”


Her oldest son busted a hole in the ceiling, cutting the trailer’s tin roof back with scissors. McKayla pushed the kids up onto the roof before hoisting herself up. They stayed on the roof for hours until a National Guard boat rescued them.


The devastation was vast. McKayla lost her home and everything in it.


She had been in recovery from substance use disorder when the flood hit, and the trauma and instability upended her recovery.


“I started using drugs again,” she told me while participating in a study I led about the effects of disasters on drug use. I’m not using her real name here to protect her privacy. 


“It was just one of those things. I lost everything I had,” she said. “There was nothing in the house that was savable.”






            [image: Muddy water up to the roofline of one house and at the edges of others along a river.]
            
              Flooding in 2022 reached the roofs of houses along eastern Kentucky creeks and rivers.
              Arden S. Barnes/For The Washington Post via Getty Images
            
          

McKayla’s story is more common than people may realize.


When flooding hits rural areas like Appalachia, it can weaken support systems that have taken years to build. At the same time, residents in drug or alcohol recovery are under extraordinary stress from the loss of homes, jobs and sometimes friends and family.


In our recent study, Mengjun Ge, Zhen Lei and I assessed how floods might increase substance use-related harms. We found large increases in overdose deaths in flood-damaged areas and evidence that the harm continues for years.


Rural Appalachia and the overdose crisis


For the past decade, I have been studying substance use disorder and recovery in rural Appalachia, which has long been considered an epicenter of the overdose crisis.


The region has seen high rates of overdose deaths due to the proliferation of prescription opioids in the 2000s and the subsequent spread of heroin and synthetic opioids such as fentanyl in the 2010s.


West Virginia, for example, had the highest overdose mortality rate of any state from 2014 to 2024. When overdose death rates peaked in 2023, the state saw 81.9 overdose deaths per 100,000 residents, compared to the national rate of 31.3.



            [image: Signs are displayed at a tent during a health event in 2021 in Charleston, W.Va.]
            
              A booth at a health event in West Virginia in 2021 reflects the soaring toll of U.S. overdose deaths from fentanyl.
              AP Photo/John Raby
            
          

Access to treatment has expanded considerably in recent years, and substance use-related harms have finally started to decline. 


But in rural communities especially, resources that help people recover from substance use disorders are still limited. For example, while nearly two-thirds of West Virginia’s counties are considered rural by the federal Office of Management and Budget, only 18% of West Virginia’s 140 certified recovery houses for people seeking recovery from addiction are in rural counties.


Connecting floods to overdose deaths


Looking at data from 2000 to 2017, my colleagues and I found that severe floods, which we defined as a flood that received a presidential disaster declaration and caused at least one fatality, were associated with an increase in opioid overdose deaths in rural Appalachian counties.


The elevated risk didn’t subside quickly. We found that during the 10 years following a severe flood, the annual overdose death rate in flood-hit counties was 26% higher than in similar unaffected counties. That amounts to 2.6 deaths more per 100,000 residents per year.


These effects add up over time. A total of 11,744 opioid overdose deaths were officially recorded in rural Appalachia from 2000-2017. By comparing overdose rates in flooded and nonflooded counties, we estimate that 1,368 of those deaths were connected to the devastating impacts of severe floods.





These effects were also not uniform across communities. We found that flood damage most affects individuals with no more than a high school education and those in counties defined by the Appalachian Regional Commission as economically distressed. These groups see the largest increase in overdose death risk following floods.


Why flooding might contribute to an overdose


To understand why overdose deaths increased after flood damage, we talked with people who were working in fields such as substance use treatment and harm reduction when the 2022 flood that destroyed McKayla’s home hit their areas.


They described how the flood disrupted access to treatment, recovery and harm reduction services, either because people could not travel to services or because facilities themselves flooded. They also talked about the stress people faced after losing jobs and homes and the lasting trauma from widespread devastation in their communities. People displaced from their homes were often separated from their social support networks.


They described how these factors led some people in recovery, like McKayla, to use drugs again and led to drug use among people who had never used before, especially when they didn’t have easy access to mental healthcare. Such drug use also got riskier when people lost access to tools such as Naloxone and fentanyl test strips that help prevent overdoses and related deaths.


Together, these factors interacted to increase risk of overdose death, both immediately and longer term.


Fostering rural resilience


Our study underscores the long-term impact of natural disasters on mental health and drug use. But we also found ways communities can try to keep substance use treatment and recovery services operating in the toughest circumstances.


We heard stories of methadone providers traveling to patients’ homes in ATVs to bring them into the clinic for treatment. Harm reduction providers used boats to deliver Naloxone, food and water to flooded homes. Primary care providers and community health workers visited emergency shelters to provide counseling and ensure people had access to their medications.


After their experience with a destructive flood in the same region in 2021, care providers said they were more prepared to help people when the 2022 flood hit because of what they had learned.


Ensuring treatment providers have contingency plans for patients amid disaster, and including these providers in community disaster preparedness and recovery planning, are two key steps that could help limit future harm elsewhere.


Additionally, policies and programs that make substance use treatment more flexible – such as supporting the use of telehealth or mobile clinics  – would allow providers to adapt after a disaster and lower barriers to treatment in rural communities.


Ultimately, local support services and family helped McKayla enter recovery again and rebuild her life after the flood. Infusing disaster preparedness into substance use treatment and recovery services could prevent others from experiencing the instability that McKayla faced in the first place.

Kristina P. Brant receives support from the United States Department of Agriculture National Institute of Food and Agriculture Hatch Appropriations under Project #PEN04971 and Accession #7006637, and the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development under grant P2CHD041025.
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What happens when your hospital is also your insurance company? We’re starting to see the effects

theconversation.com · Geronimo Bejarano Cardenas, PhD Candidate, Health Services, Policy & Practice, Brown University · Grace Mackleby, Research Scientist of Health Policy and Economics, University of Southern California

Is your hospital under the same corporate roof as your health insurance company? Michael Siluk/UCG/Universal Images Group via Getty ImagesHistorically, hospitals have provided care for people, while separate insurers have paid for that care. 


During the past two decades, however, this arrangement has changed. Today, nearly 1 in 3 hospitals also own insurance plans – putting them on both sides of the transaction.


Sometimes referred to as “payviders,” these hospitals decide when and how to provide treatment, but they also decide when and how much to pay for that treatment for people enrolled in their insurance plans. This arrangement raises an important question for patients, providers, policymakers and researchers like us: What happens when your hospital and insurer are owned by the same company? 


As health services scholars who study policy, practice and economics, we are working to uncover what is good, bad and unknown about bringing hospitals under the same corporate roof as insurance companies. Our research focuses on Medicare Advantage, the private version of the traditional Medicare program administered by the federal government.


Where we are looking


Health plans that are owned by hospitals have sprung up in many insurance markets, including commercial insurance, Medicaid – which is largely managed by states – and Medicare Advantage.


Medicare Advantage is the private alternative to the traditional Medicare program administered by the federal government. Medicare insures people 65 or older and some who are younger and disabled. The commercial Medicare Advantage option now accounts for the majority of Medicare enrollment, or just over 35 million people.





We and a colleague spent six months compiling a database of people who are insured through a Medicare Advantage company that is affiliated with a hospital.


We started with data from the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, where hospitals can report whether they offer a Medicare Advantage plan. We then searched hospital websites, press releases and news articles to find the identity of each plan. We also checked through the list of all Medicare Advantage plans to make sure we didn’t miss plans that hospitals forgot to report.


Our database lists 2,190 hospitals that are owned by companies that also own a Medicare Advantage plan. Nearly one-sixth of people enrolled in Medicare Advantage, the private version of Medicare, are insured by a Medicare Advantage plan owned by a hospital.


The good


Having your insurer and hospital under the same corporation can allow better communication between your insurer and doctors, reducing red tape. 


Insurers and hospitals that are operated by different companies can often be at odds: Hospitals say that insurers may try to override their doctors’ care decisions. Insurers say that some doctors may recommend too much unnecessary care if left to their own devices. 


By contrast, hospitals that own insurance plans argue that because they are trying to take care of patients, as well as provide an affordable insurance plan, their doctors are more motivated to provide high-quality care with less waste. 


Research from several teams has shown that when people with Medicare Advantage plans administered by insurers that own hospitals get most of their care at those hospitals, they require fewer prior authorizations and have better experiences, care quality and coordination than standard Medicare Advantage plans. 


There is also some evidence that these patients have fewer readmissions, mortality and surgical complications than those in standard Medicare Advantage plans. 


Open to gaming


However, we have some concerns with hospitals that own insurance plans. 


First, they may be able to game regulations to get extra taxpayer money. The government pays Medicare Advantage plans a given amount for each person enrolled in the plan, and the plan uses that money to pay for that person’s healthcare. Through a process called risk adjustment, the government pays more for people who have more health diagnoses, such as diabetes or heart failure, since they usually have higher medical costs. 


The higher payment for people who have more health problems is meant to offset any incentive to only enroll healthy patients. Past work shows that enrolling in a hospital-owned plan tends to increase a person’s number of diagnoses. This suggests that some hospitals that own plans may be able to encourage their doctors to record more diagnoses for people enrolled in the affiliated plans in order to get higher government payments, which drives up taxpayer costs. 



            
            The government pays private insurers more for patients who have more diagnoses, which means hospitals that own insurance plans are incentivized to code more intensely.
          

Companies that manage both insurance and care could also extract extra taxpayer money through the prices those plans pay their affiliated hospitals. By law, insurers in certain markets like Medicare Advantage must spend 85% of their revenues on enrollee healthcare. This is known as a medical loss ratio. 


However, if a hospital-owned plan is providing less than 85% of its premiums on healthcare, it could pay its affiliated hospital higher prices for the care that people enrolled in the plan do receive. This would allow the company to superficially inflate its plan costs and skirt medical loss ratio rules to increase its profits. Hospital-owned Medicare Advantage plans tend to have higher medical loss ratios, which can mean they spend a higher percentage of their revenues on care or that what they spend on care is superficially inflated.


When we compared the plans we had collected in our database, we found that at a given hospital, affiliated Medicare Advantage plan prices are on average about 5% higher than unaffiliated plan prices.


These patterns could be consistent with gaming. However, there are also more innocuous explanations, such as these plans having sicker patients who require more resources for a given procedure, or hospitals even forming these plans when they are dissatisfied with the prices paid by competing plans. Further research will be needed to distinguish this.


Competition concern


Our second concern is that insurers that own hospitals could harm competition. 


Usually, hospitals and insurers negotiate whether the hospital will provide care to people enrolled in a given insurance plan and what prices the insurer will pay the hospital. A hospital that has its own plan could use this negotiation to make it more desirable than competing plans. 


For instance, the hospital could charge competing insurance companies higher prices, which could raise the premiums they charge to people enrolled in the plans. Or the hospital could even refuse to provide any care to people enrolled in competing plans. We can’t yet tell whether or how often these issues occur.


We found that 10% to 20% of the hospitals that own insurance plans charge higher prices to competitor Medicare Advantage plans, 66% to 73% charge their affiliated plans similar prices to competitors, and 7% to 24% charge lower prices. 


The unknown


Much is still unknown about how companies that own hospitals and insurance companies will ultimately affect people who need care. We have found that Medicare Advantage plans owned by hospitals charge higher premiums than other Medicare Advantage plans. 


However, we haven’t yet examined how much of this premium difference is due to the higher quality that many of these plans seem to provide versus potential anti-competitive behavior that may make competing plans less desirable. For a given person on Medicare Advantage, these higher premiums may or may not be worth any added benefits.


In our work so far, we are seeing modest evidence that insurance companies affiliated with hospitals may be able to game regulations to extract more taxpayer money. But further work is needed to understand how widespread this is, and how it affects government expenditures. 


Like most things in life, hospital-insurance integration comes with trade-offs and unknowns. But as more of the unknowns become known, people who use insurance and policymakers can make better decisions on the trade-offs.


This article is part of an occasional series examining the U.S. Medicare system.

Geronimo Bejarano Cardenas received funding from Arnold Ventures, National Institute of Aging, and Paul and Daisy Soros Fellowship for New Americans. 
Grace Mackleby receives funding from Arnold Ventures and the Commonwealth Fund. 


Original: https://theconversation.com/what-happens-when-your-hospital-is-also-your-insurance-company-were-starting-to-see-the-effects-284637
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They’re content creators with thousands of adoring fans – so why do they feel so terrible?

theconversation.com · Julianna Pillemer, Associate Professor of Management and Organizations, New York University

Previously, only the truly famous – actors, rock stars, pro athletes – were at risk of experiencing the psychic pain of public scrutiny. Malte Mueller/fStop via Getty ImagesIf given the chance to gain thousands of admirers for your work, would you take it? 


The artists who my colleagues and I interviewed as part of our research on content creators did – and many went on to question whether it was worth it.


Mark, an illustrator with millions of followers, revealed a deep sense of dread about what was once his dream: to make a living creating art and sharing it online. (We used pseudonyms to protect the privacy of the people we interviewed.)  


“The thing that I got right, that I loved for the longest time and now has almost become the bane of my existence, is creating relatable comics,” he told us. “Now, I’m stuck … I would rather die than make relatable comics, but I’ve built an empire of relatable comics. So what the (heck) am I supposed to do with my life?”


Ironically, the very thing that Mark felt he needed to fulfill his dream – a large, admiring audience for his illustrations – began to feel like a prison. No longer a distant or abstract entity, he now felt inextricably linked to his followers and their reactions to his work.


As an organizational psychologist, I’m convinced that Mark’s existential angst is not unique, nor is it relegated to content creators. Rather, it has profound implications for anyone who cares about the future of work.


Although the strange oppressiveness of collective adulation isn’t new, it is becoming far more ubiquitous – and insidious – in the attention economy. 


A ‘chamber of despair’


The pursuit of fame for fame’s sake has become an almost banal pursuit in the attention economy. Content creation is, according to some estimates, a US$300 billion industry. Goldman Sachs projects it to grow to half a trillion dollars within the next few years.


Becoming a content creator has officially elbowed out old standbys like doctor and astronaut as the job that Gen Z and Gen Alpha most aspire to have. Countless online courses now promise to teach the ropes of content creation, while Arizona State University will be offering a new content creation major.


And yet, the realization of this goal often comes with unanticipated psychological costs. 


The 54 creators we interviewed as part of our multiyear research project – visual artists and musicians with massive online followings – repeatedly described the unrelenting sense they had of being oppressed or restricted by their audiences, using phrases that involved contorting themselves into two-dimensional versions of themselves.


One artist bemoaned that she had to “flatten and suppress her real self” to engage her audience. An illustrator revealed that she had felt like a “crumpled-up ball of paper” for years. An otherwise chipper cartoonist likened her audience to a “chamber of despair” that nobody else understands.


Over time, we came to think of this condition as “audience entanglement.” It’s a state in which creators become so psychologically intertwined with their followers that the audience begins shaping not just what they make – a phenomenon that has been referred to as “audience capture” – but also the meaning they derive from their work and how they understand themselves.


Audience entanglement plagued creators from all walks of life, regardless of age, gender or nationality. It struck musicians and illustrators, YouTubers and Instagrammers, self-proclaimed anxious wrecks and the freest of spirits. No single personality type or demographic was immune to the experience of a deep enmeshment with one’s audience, and to its profound consequences for their creativity and well-being.


Suffocated by a pressure to perform


Becoming entangled with one’s audience meant that followers’ reactions – whether positive or negative – often started to feel like a burden. 


Creators described feeling hypersensitive to how their posts performed, and spending more and more time each day monitoring them. 


Then there were the comments. As Selena, an illustrator, put it, a single mean message “would ruin” their week. While they recognized that they needed an audience to do the work they loved, managing it began to feel like a job in and of itself – and not one they signed up for.


At their lowest points, the creators we spoke to were not disrupted merely by the errant hostile comment. They described being unable to take in even the most effusive messages from their audience – the types of affirmations that had initially pushed them to begin creating in the first place.



            [image: Illustration of a woman sitting with her back resting on a large smartphone screen, with one of her legs chained to the smartphone.]
            
              An adoring audience can be both a reward and a burden.
              Golden Sikorka/iStock via Getty Images
            
          

One wildly successful creator, Maya, recalled receiving direct messages from fans that her art was the only thing getting them through death, divorce and other catastrophic life events. Maya experienced this profoundly positive feedback as being harder to handle than critique:



“I didn’t know how to really hold people’s pain in a meaningful way, and I was also getting really deep criticism – and, in a way, I could almost deal with that better than praise. It’s just a lot for a person to take on.”




As a result, many creators began to view this creative path they had once wanted more than anything as totally unsustainable. There was a tragic irony to this pain. The very thing that made their creative work possible – a large, mostly admiring audience – was also its biggest threat. The audience that allowed them to monetize their creations in the first place had now led to creative paralysis.


Healthy boundaries, intentional engagement


Not everyone we spoke to remained forever imprisoned by their so-called fans. For some, the intense enmeshment they experienced eventually morphed into something healthier. 


The creators who shifted toward this dynamic did not stop caring about their audiences. Instead, they learned to develop clear boundaries around audience interactions and clarity on who they wanted to be online – what we called “entanglement management strategies.” By limiting time and energy engaging with the platform, they were able to escape the prison of their fans and once again find meaning and a sense of authenticity online.


As Charlie, an illustrator, explained:



“There is something about hitting this true internal place where, it’s kind of a mystical thing, but some balance between being yourself internally and being yourself externally. There’s some sweet spot there where you know what your audience is and what they expect, and you know where you as a person or creative person overlaps.”




Having spent the better part of two decades researching the psychology of work, I believe that audience entanglement doesn’t just happen to full-time influencers.


The ability to cultivate and manage an online audience has become an essential skill in more traditional professions, like journalism, politics and higher education, with large followings sometimes becoming a prerequisite for, versus a consequence of, success. 


Most people will never have a thousand – let alone millions – of followers. But they’ve probably felt some hints of audience entanglement in their relatively banal online lives: the addictive siren’s call of rechecking a post as the “likes” roll in, or an idyllic afternoon with your kid ruined by a snarky comment from an internet stranger. 


While countless influencers offer tips for growing online audiences, little training exists for how to actually deal with managing the stress of having large followings.


Previously, only the truly famous – actors, rock stars, pro athletes – were at risk of experiencing the anxiety of public scrutiny. 


Now, many of us are just one viral post away from its grasp.

Julianna Pillemer does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations beyond their academic appointment.


Original: https://theconversation.com/theyre-content-creators-with-thousands-of-adoring-fans-so-why-do-they-feel-so-terrible-288690
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