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By DR. THOMAS F. VAIL

Sure, they may look perfect on the screen, but dan 
akroyd and ashton Kutcher have a physical imperfec-
tion caused by a birth defect that they freely talk about. 

Birds, ducks and frogs have it. Have you guessed it? 
yes, webbed toes!
Webbed toes is the common name for the medical 

term “syndactyly.” affecting the feet, it is character-
ized by the fusion of two or more digits of the feet. 

This is normal in many birds, such as ducks; 
amphibians, such as frogs; and 
mammals, such as kangaroos. With 
evolution in humans, it is consid-
ered unusual, occurring in approxi-
mately one in 2,000 to 2,500 live 
births.   

Syndactyly is quite normal in 
early fetal development, and gener-
ally the fingers and toes separate 
around week 16 of gestation. 

However, sometimes this separa-
tion does not occur and babies are 
born with webbed fingers and toes. 
The second and third fingers and 
toes are most often affected. 

This incomplete separation usually involves a con-
nection of skin, but can sometimes also affect blood 
vessels, tendons, nerves and bones. The webbing con-
nection may extend to the first joint or to the whole 
length of the digit.

Syndactyly does not usually affect a child’s walk-
ing. If it does, corrective or reconstructive surgery is 
an option. The repair of webbed fingers and toes is 
generally done when a child is between six months 
and 24 months.

Genetics is not the only way you may get webbed 
feet. a burn victim’s skin may melt and fuse the epi-
dermis of the fingers and toes. In these cases, repair 
surgery can also be performed to improve movement.

The treatment of simple webbing, which involves 
only the removal of skin, is an uncomplicated proce-
dure. 

after the skin is cut, the small flaps in the webbed 
area, and at the sides of the fingers or toes, is lifted 
up and sewn into position. This leaves small areas of 
missing skin, which is then filled in with skin from 
the groin area if required. 

after surgery, the area is wrapped carefully in a 
bulky dressing that restricts too much movement. 
Small children who have had the procedure to repair 
webbed fingers may need to wear a cast. If a skin 
graft is taken, proper healing will require the area to 
be moisturized, as well as protected.  

If the webbed area affects fused bones, tendons, 
nerves and blood vessels, the surgery becomes more 
complicated. The surgery risks, in this instance, can 
include excessive bleeding, infection, and loss of sensa-
tion in the toes. a short hospital stay of around one 
to two days is all that is required. 

If webbed toes doesn’t affect your walking or pose 
any health risks, then no treatment is needed. Kutcher 
and akroyd have lived with it for many years without 
surgery.  

Vail is with Advanced Footcare Clinic, Findlay. 
Questions for Blanchard Valley Health System 
experts may be sent to Weekend Doctor, The Cou-
rier, P.O. Box 609, Findlay, OH  45839.
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By LINDA BRANWELL

EDITOR’S NOTE: Second of two parts.

Social status is a motivator for bullying. Jealousy is 
another reason kids bully.  

For example, a new student who is musically talented 
might come to school and nudge the former music star 
to the No. 2 spot. That student might feel jealous, sens-
ing that his/her status is being threatened and launch an 
attack against the new student.

Experts tell us that many of the 
bullying targets are also bullies them-
selves, and it has more to do with the 
target expressing his/her feelings on 
to someone else and less with social 
status.  

In other words, someone who is 
the target of bullies might focus his/
her anger on an easier target, such as a 
person with lower social status.

Studies show that the effects of 
childhood bullying, such as depression, 
anxiety, damaged self-concept, and low 
self-esteem can linger into adulthood.  

In their efforts to protect themselves, targets of bul-
lying will either isolate from family and friends, or they 
will become socially dominate. Unfortunately, many carry 
those traits with them for the rest of their lives.

The following are signs people need to look for when 
a child is being bullied:

• Sudden change in behavior.
• Efforts to change how they look or dress.
• Isolates and wants to be alone.
• Make desperate attempts to hang out with other 

groups of kids.
• Shows increased signs of anxiety about going to 

school.
• declining grades.
• Psychosomatic symptoms, such as headaches and 

stomach aches.
• Spending a significant amount of time in the nurse’s 

office.
• Unexplained injuries.
• Self-destructive behavior.
• Withdraws from family and friends.
• Stops participating in activities once enjoyed.
• Noticeable weight change.
• Panic attacks.
If students do not feel safe at school and are spending 

much of their time worrying about what other kids are 
saying about them, or what will happen to them, that 
doesn’t allow much learning to take place.  

Not surprisingly, students of bullying might try to avoid 
going to school altogether, resulting in high absenteeism.  

When kids are being emotionally and physically abused 
because they appear “weak or weird” to their peers, it is 
not acceptable for parents and teachers to say, “They are 
just being kids.”  

Parents should provide them additional emotional sup-
port at home and teachers and counselor should continue 
to make efforts to improve their environment at school.

Branwell, a licensed independent social worker with 
a specialization in chemical dependency, is owner of 
Espero Wellness & Counseling Center Ltd., Findlay. 
If you have a mental health question, please write to: 
Mental Health Moment, The Courier, P.O. Box 609, 
Findlay, OH 45839. 

Branwell Vail

Study: Action-packed 
TV might be making 
you snack more 

By LINDSEY TANNER 
AP MedicAl Writer 

CHICaGO — Could action-packed TV fare 
make you fat? That’s the implication of a new 
study that found people snacked more watch-
ing fast-paced television than viewing a more 
leisurely paced talk show. 

THE SKINNy: Cornell University 
researchers randomly assigned almost 
100 undergraduates to watch one of three 
20-minute sessions featuring: “The Island,” 
a 2005 sci-fi thriller starring Scarlett Johans-
son and Ewan McGregor; that same movie but 
without the sound; or the “Charlie Rose” show, 
a public television interview program. The stu-
dents were all provided generous amounts of 
cookies, M&M candies, carrots and grapes. 

during “The Island,” students ate on aver-

age about 7 ounces (207 grams) of various 
snack foods, and 354 calories. That was almost 
140 calories more and nearly double the ounces 
they ate watching interviewer Charlie Rose. 
Watching the movie without sound, they also 
ate more — almost 100 calories more — com-
pared with Charlie Rose. 

THE THEORy: The faster paced TV 
seemed to distract viewers more, contributing 
to mindlessness eating, said Cornell researcher 
aner Tal, the study’s lead author. The results 
suggest that a steady diet of action TV could 
raise risks for packing on pounds. 

LIMITaTIONS: The study was small and 
didn’t last long enough to measure any long-
term effects on the students’ weight. It’s also 
possible some viewers would find talk shows 
or other slower-paced TV more distracting and 
would be more apt to snack more during those 
shows than when watching action-packed pro-
grams. 

THE BOTTOM LINE: Tal suggests view-
ers take steps to prevent mindless snacking, by 
avoiding or limiting high-calorie snacks when 
watching TV.

Fast-paced TV distracts 
viewers, contributes to 
mindless eating

Fist bumps less germy than 
handshakes, study says 

NEW yORK (aP) — When it comes to 
preventing the spread of germs, maybe the 
president is on to something with his fondness 
for fist bumps. 

The familiar knocking of knuckles spreads 
only one-twentieth the amount of bacteria that 
a handshake does, researchers report. That’s 
better than a high-five, which still passes along 
less than half the amount as a handshake. 

So fist bumps — popularized by Barack 
Obama and others — seem to be the wisest 
greeting, especially during cold and flu season, 
said researcher david Whitworth of aberyst-
wyth University in Wales. 

The importance of hand hygiene is nothing 
new in medicine. But the researchers realized 
that while a lot of research focused on hands 
getting germy from touching doorknobs and 
other surfaces, only a few studies had looked 
at handshakes. 

“and there are alternatives to handshakes. 
you see them on telly all the time — the fist 
bump and high-five and all that,” Whitworth 
said. 

He and a student, Sara Mela, shook hands, 

fist-bumped and high-fived each other dozens 
of times for the research. One wore a glove 
covered in bacteria, while the other had a clean 
sterilized glove. after each greeting, they mea-
sured how much bacteria had been transferred. 

Their results were published in the ameri-
can Journal of Infection Control. 

What makes the fist bump more sanitary? 
Mostly, it’s the smaller amount of surface area 
in contact between the two hands, an analysis 
suggests. The researchers did practice runs 
with paint to measure how much surface area 
each form of greeting involved. 

“It’s a novel study,” though the results are 
not surprising, said Mary Lou Manning, pres-
ident-elect of the association for Professionals 
in Infection Control and Epidemiology. Her 
organization publishes the journal. 

She said she hasn’t seen much fist-bumping 
or high-fiving in hospitals. Handshakes are 
more common— but they must be followed 
by good hand-washing, she added. 

Whitworth said he hopes the norm changes. 
“In a hospital, you really don’t want people to 
shake hands. It’s an unnecessary risk,” he said. 


