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AFP Clinical Answers

COVID-19, Scoliosis, Muscle Weakness, 
Preterm Birth, Fecal Incontinence 

Does dexamethasone reduce mortality in  
patients with COVID-19 who are oxygen 
dependent?
Dexamethasone, in a dosage of 6 mg per day for 
10 days, reduces mortality in patients hospital-
ized with coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
who require supplemental oxygen (number 
needed to treat [NNT] = 29) and mechanical 
ventilation (NNT = 9), but it is not necessary in 
hospitalized patients or outpatients who do not 
require supplemental oxygen.

https://www.aafp.org/afp/2020/1015/p478.html

How should a patient with concerns for 
scoliosis be evaluated?
The forward bend test is performed to look for 
thoracic or lumbar prominence suggesting cur-
vature of the spine, which, if present, can be 
measured with a scoliometer. For a scoliometer 
measurement of 5 degrees or more, radiologic 
evaluation for Cobb angle measurement is rec-
ommended, particularly in patients who are 
overweight or obese.

https://www.aafp.org/afp/2020/0101/p19.html

What diagnostic workup should be 
performed in patients with muscle 
weakness?
A medication and toxin review should be com-
pleted in patients with muscle weakness. History 
and physical examination findings should guide 
laboratory testing, imaging, electromyography, 
and muscle biopsy. Electromyography should be 
performed in patients with muscle weakness if 
the diagnosis is unclear after a history, physical 
examination, and targeted laboratory evalua-
tion. Muscle biopsy should be considered to clar-
ify the diagnosis in patients who have objective 
muscle weakness with elevated creatine kinase 

levels or abnormal findings on electromyogra-
phy or muscle magnetic resonance imaging.

https://www.aafp.org/afp/2020/0115/p95.html

Are omega-3 fatty acids safe and 
effective for reducing the risk of preterm 
birth?
Omega-3 fatty acids, taken as supplements or 
consumed as part of the diet, reduce the risk 
of preterm birth before 37 weeks’ gestation 
(NNT = 68) and early preterm birth before 
34 weeks’ gestation (NNT = 55). However, they 
also increase the risk of prolonged gestation (more 
than 42 weeks; number needed to harm = 102).

https://www.aafp.org/afp/2020/0101/p17.html

How should fecal incontinence be 
treated?
Dietary modification that includes adequate 
fiber intake improves quality of life and is rec-
ommended in the treatment of multiple benign 
anal conditions such as hemorrhoids, anal fis-
sures, functional rectal pain, and fecal inconti-
nence. Biofeedback can reduce symptoms and 
improve quality of life in patients with fecal 
incontinence.

https://www.aafp.org/afp/2020/0101/p24.html

Tip for Using AFP at the Point of Care
Do you need more information about COVID-
19? Visit https://www.aafp.org/afp/COVID-19.
html. You can also search for resources by 
adding “AAFP” or “AFP” with the search term 
“COVID” in your browser.

A collection of AFP Clinical Answers published 
in AFP is available at https://www.aafp.org/afp/
answers.
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