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Medicalisation of daily life 
Tecnologías emergentes, nuevas

enfermedades y medicalización de 
la vida cotidiana



“Disease-mongering – is the process of 
widening the boundaries of treatable 
illness in order to expand markets for 
those selling or delivering treatments.”
Ray Moynihan

Based on ideas of Lynn Payer, author of Disease-Mongers, 
NY, John Wiley, 1992





“When signs like these begin to affect 
every day life, they may not be a part 
of normal aging…Today, however 
the outlook for many is becoming 
more hopeful. ARICEPT is a clinically 
proven once-a-day prescription 
medicine…”



Reality is a little different

Lanctot KL et al. Efficacy and safety of cholinesterase 
inhibitors in Alzheimer’s disease:  a meta-analysis. 
CMAJ 2003; 169:557-564
• 12 to 24 week trials (all to 2002; n=16)
• 9-10% of patients on drug did better

than patients on placebo 
• 7-8% of patients on drug did worse

than patients on placebo



Forms of disease-mongering used to 
expand pharmaceutical sales 

• Promoting anxiety about future ill-health

• Inflated disease prevalence rates

• Redefinition of diseases in terms of surrogate 
outcomes

• Promotion of aggressive drug treatment of milder 
symptoms and diseases

• Introduction of questionable new diagnoses

• Promotion of drugs as first-line solutions for 
problems not previously considered medical



Promoting Anxiety 
About Future Ill Health



Canada 2005 
Pfizer - Lipitor



…“the information used 
contained misleading 
statements and omissions 
likely to cause medically 
unjustifiable drug use or to 
give rise to undue risks.”
-Quick et al. World Health 
Organization, Lancet  Aug 30, 2003

France 2003, 2006
Pfizer - Lipitor



Inflated Disease Prevalence



“Osteoporosis is a major public threat for an 
estimated 44 million Americans, or 55 per 
cent of the people 50 years and older.”

-National Osteoporosis Foundation, 
Corporate donors include Amgen, Eli Lilly, GSK, Merck, Novartis,
Pfizer, Procter & Gamble, Roche, Sanofi Aventis, Wyeth

http://www.nof.org/osteoporosis/diseasefacts.htm



“The death rate in women with hip fractures is greater 
than the incidence of all female cancers combined”



“After menopause there is a steep increase in heart attacks in 
women. Estrogen deficiency is therefore considered an 
important risk factor for cardiovascular disease.”

Does not say hormone treatment causes cardiovascular disease

Schering website: Menopause and Hormones



Schering website: Menopause and Hormones
Accessed October 2, 2006 

- Steep rise after menopause? 



Redefinition of disease 
in terms of surrogate 
outcomes



“See how 
beautiful 60 can 
look? See how 
invisible 
osteoporosis 
can be?”





Expanding treatment guidelines 
• European guidelines on prevention of 

cardiovascular disease recommend treatment 
when blood pressure is > 140/90mm Hg and 
serum cholesterol is >5mmol/l. 

• Applied to a Norwegian county:

– 50% of 24 year olds

– 90% of 49 year olds and

– 76% of total population
- Westin and Heath BMJ 2005;330:1461-2



Detail from a U.S. DTC ad for Zoloft (sertraline)

Chemical imbalance with Zoloft

“Prescription Zoloft works 
to correct this imbalance”



Promotion of drug 
treatment for milder 
health problems 



42 million US prescriptions 
for sleeping pills in 2005,  
60% increase  in 5 years.
Advertising spending: 
Lunesta $200 million
Ambien CR > $100 million



Primary prevention of cardiovascular disease with 
pravastatin in Japan (MEGA) Study:  a prospective 
randomised controlled trial. Lancet 2006; 368: 1155-1163

• 7832 patients for 5 years

• Significant reducation in cardiovascular disease with 
pravastatin + diet versus diet alone 

• Risk difference = 0.17% per year (number needed to 
treat for one year to prevent one event = 588)

“Our results show that all populations will 

benefit from the preventive effects of 

statin therapy, whatever the risk of 

coronary heart disease…”





Meta-analysis: effect of long-acting -Agonists on Severe 
Asthma Exacerbations and Asthma-Related Deaths. Ann 
Intern Med 2006; 144:904-912

“…long-acting β agonist use increases the 

risk for hospitalizations due to asthma, life-

threatening asthma exacerbations and 

asthma-related deaths…Concomitant 

inhaled corticosteroids do not adequately 

protect against the adverse effects.”



Introduction of 
questionable new 
diagnoses



"You may even need to reinforce 
the actual existence of a disease 
and/or the value of treating it. A 
classic example of this was the 
need to create recognition in 
Europe of social phobia as a 
distinct clinical entity and the 
potential of antidepressant agents 
such as moclobemide to treat it," 
Pharmaceutical Marketing 2001



Are you giving 
up days to what 
you think is 
PMS? If you are, 
it could be 
PMDD.





Promotion of drug 
treatment for 
problems previously 
not seen as medical



New York Times Magazine, October 2001

At what point does an understandable response to 
distressing life events become an indication for drug 
treatment – and a market opportunity? 





Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity 
Disorder (ADHD)
• estimated prevalence in U.S. 3%
• estimated prevalence in France 0.03%

“How many children should be on Ritalin 
[methylphenidate]? 0.01%?, 1%?, 10%?, 
30%?  I would venture to suggest that for 
anything over 1% we are talking about 
matters of public policy, the nature of being 
human, and philosophy – not medicine.”
- Dr Aubrey Bluhmson, UK



“Advertorial” by a paid 
Opinion Leader, 
published in 2003, just 
before the evidence of 
lack of efficacy in 
children and 
adolescents in 
unpublished 
antidepressant trials 
became public. 



Conclusions 
• Advertising is only the visible face of often highly 

orchestrated public relations campaigns

• With treatment of milder conditions, benefits of 
treatment are less likely to outweigh harm

• EU proposals for ‘public-private-partnerships’ for 
patient information are a recipe for disease 
mongering

• We need to actively pursue “de-medicalisation”
based on respect for human dignity 
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