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Disease mongering

Education and debate

mongering

Ray Movi cath. David Henry

Selling sxckness the pharmaceutical industry and disease

A lot of money cm be made from healthy people who believe they are sick. Pharmacceuacal
companies sponsor diseases and promoie them ta prescribers and consumers. Rav Mowvnihan, lona
Heath, and David Hemry give examples of “discase mongering™ and suggest how to prevent the

growth of this practice

Theres alot of money 1o be made from elling bealiby
prople theyhe sich. forms  of medicalising
orvdinary life may now be better described as discase
mongering: widening  the bLoundarics of eaable
illness in order to expand markets for those who sell
and deliv ! Phaamaceutical comnpanies
are actively imvolved in sponsoring the definiion of
discases and pramoting twen to both prescribers and
consumers. The sacial construction of iliness is beingg
repiiced by the corporste comstructon of diseuse.

Whereas some aspects of medicalisition are the
subject of ongoing debate, the mochanics of corporate
hacked disease mongering, and its impac on public
consciousness, medical practice, buman health, and
national  buedges, have atvacted  limited  critical
sCruting,

Within muny disease calegories informal alliances
have anerged. compnsing  ciug  company  stadl,
doctors, and consumer groups. Ostensibly engaged in
raising public awareness shout underdingnosed and
undertreamted  problems.  these  alliances  wnd 1w
promote a view of thelr partcular condition as
widepread, serious. and weatable. Beoase these
“discine awareness” canpaigns are commondy linked
w companies’ marketing stsegies, they operate 1o
expand markers for new phirmaceutcal products
Alternative approaches—emphasising the self imitung
or relatively benign naturnsl histony of a proablem, or the
imporstance of personal coping suategies—are plaved
down or ignored. As the Lue medical writer i ynn h\cr
obseined,  disease  mongers
self-conBdence™

Ahbough some sponsored pi
sumers may act independendy an
have honourible motives, i ey
the same: gvoups and- or cuanpai

reannents.

Summary points

Some forms of “mediculisaton™ may now he
better described as “disease mongening —
extending the boundarics of weawable iliness w
expand markets for new products

Alliances of pharmaccuuc.n. manufacrurers,

doctors, and patients groups use the media

to frame conditions as being widespread and

severe

Disease mongering can include turning ordinary

ailiments into medical probleuss, secing mild

symploms as serious, treating personal problems

as u)tdu.d. sctmg risks us diseases. and fruning
to imise potential

m.uh:u

Corporate Fundcd ml’ormanon about dnsc‘u.c
should be replaced by i + Semm infor

public reladons companies provide media cuters with
the positive spin about the latest “breakihrough™
medications

Inappropiute medicalisistion carvies the dangers
of unnecessany labelling. poor weaunent decisions.

Education and debate

disabling impact of a powerful medical establishment
Contemporary writers argue that the lay populace has
become more active, better inforined about 1isks and
benefits, less wusting of medical authority, and less pas-
sively accepting of the expansion of medical jurisdic-
don into their bodies and lives. Although these views
nuy herald a more mature debate about medicalisa-
tion, the erosion of trust in inedical upinion reinforees
the need for wide public seruting of indusny’s role in
diese processes.

Tns this paper we do not xim for a comprehensive
classificason or  definitive  description of  disease
mungering. but rather we dhaw allention 10 an impor-
ant but under-recognised phenooienon, We identify
examples, taken from the Australian context but famil-
wr internmationally, which  loosely  represent bve
examples of disease mongering: the ordinary proc-
esses or ailments of e dassified as inedical problems;
mild symproms portrmyed as portemts of a serious dis-
ease; persunal or sucil problems seen as medical ones:
risks conceptualised as diseases: and disease preva-
lence estimutes framed 10 maximise the size of i nedi-
cal problem, These groups are not mutually exclusive
and some examples overlap,

Concerned
abowt haiv ‘oss

| vl 1800 000 8087042;1&

exclusion” covering o range of symptom sevellity, yel 3t
is currently experiencing  something of globat
“makevver” Without question 1y people vith the
condition are severely disabled by their sympiims, but
the amvivad of new drgs has seen manufactufies sceek
wr change the way the world thinks about Briable

Merck has widely promoted hair
a medical problem, including
advertising on buses.

comments by concerned expents and news that an
Intermtional Hiair Stdy Insttute had been estab-
lished.” Tt suggested that losing hair could lead to
pantic and other emotional difficulties, and even hive
an impact on job prospects and mental wellbeing. The
article did not reveal that the study and the st
were hoth funded by Merck and that the experts
quoted had been supplicd by Edelman. despite this
information being available in FEdelman's publicity
matersads in Moy 1998

Although Merck is prevented from advertising fin-
asteride direct w consumers i Auserlia. it has contin-

marketing  strstey  for Glaxodanth > drug
Lomonex (alosetron hvdrochlonide)

In Vive is one of 3 handlul of companies specialis-
ing in corporate backed “medical educanon” and the
leaked plan provides a rave insiglt inw the highly
secretive world of drug promoton, with its new
emplunis on “shaping” medical and public opinion
abous the latest discases.

According o the documems, the education
programme’s key aim is this: “IBS [irriable bowel syn-
drome] must be established in the minds of doctors as
a significant and discrete disease stare” Patienis also
“need o be convinced thar IBS is a comanon and rec-

OPayer,L.:Disease-monge s: how doctors, drug companies, and

et INSUrers are making feel sick. New York: Wiley & Sons; 1992

A kev suatein of the allia
news medin with stones designed
the condition or discase and
Eatest  weanment.  Company s
boards supply the “independen
SLOTies, CONSUMET Zroups provid

Kitasato University Department of Psychiatry

€ Moynihan,R. et al: Selling sickness: the pharmaceutical
Industry and disease mongering. BMJ 324: 886-891, 2002
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