PRO-CON DEBATE:
Should Congress re-impose the ban on advertising prescription drugs on TV?
YES
By Wayne Madsen (for Online Journal)

WASHINGTON — Now that the U.S. Food and Drug Administration has the power to regulate tobacco advertising, it should consider doing the same for another potentially addictive substance — prescription drugs.

The FDA didn’t allow television and radio advertising of prescription drugs until 1997 when it ended a longstanding ban, subject only to truth-in-advertising guidelines and certain other restrictions.

Since then our dinnertimes have been disrupted by early evening prescription drug commercials that range through different shades of gross to merely downright silly. One’s appetite can be put in jeopardy watching “Jeopardy” or the network evening news.

What, pray tell, is “restless legs syndrome”? The only time I’ve ever encountered it is watching Fred Astaire or Gene Kelly on Turner Classic Movies.

Potentially dangerous side effects are given short shrift with printed warnings that seldom stay on the screen long enough to read and absorb. Sometimes the conditions seem to be constructed out of whole cloth. Often one is instructed to see the sponsor’s ad in a magazine for further details. Alternative treatments to various ailments such as frequent exercise and better nutrition are rarely, if ever, mentioned.

The TV blitzkrieg by drug manufacturers is bad enough, but now it’s rolling across the endless Internet as well — using popular social media Web sites such as YouTube, Facebook and MySpace to tout cures for obesity, depression or leaky bladders.

Unfortunately, the worst may be yet to come. Peter J. Pitts, a former FDA associate commissioner who now heads the global healthcare practice for the public relations firm Porter Novelli, recently observed that the pharmaceutical industry thus far has only fired small-caliber ammo into cyberspace.

“Drug companies, wary of the Food and Drug Administration, which has yet to set rules for marketing via the Internet, and concerned that some consumers might post negative comments or videos, have been timid,” Pitts told The Washington Post in mid-June. Pitts also heads the nonprofit Center for Medicine in the Public Interest.

Big Pharma’s trendy rush to the Internet doesn’t mean it is abandoning TV pitches — far from it. Advertising Age, Madison Avenue’s must-read weekly, says there was only a negligible tail-off in TV ad spending from 2007 to 2008 — $3 billion to $2.9 billion.

The FDA already concedes it’s not equipped to monitor TV for drug ad violations.

It likely wouldn’t be an effective watchdog of advertising across the much farther reaches of the Internet either, since it has no guidelines in place and much of this year’s budget increase will be spent creating a separate division to police tobacco products.

The current system for regulating the drug industry’s advertising on TV is ludicrous and regulation of pill-pushing on the Internet is non-existent. Given the FDA’s track record of bowing-and-scrapping to Big Pharma, the best course of action is to revert to the pre-1997 policy of banning all direct-to-the-consumer advertising.

Most of the current drug advertising on TV and the Internet doesn’t appear to be aimed at producing more informed patients. Its chief goal, indeed, appears to be stampeding panicked consumers into doctors’ offices to demand prescriptions for medicines they may not need to treat diseases they may not have.

Certified physicians should be the only determiner for the prescription drugs Americans take. They and they alone have the accumulated knowledge and experience to put their patients on the proper path to good health.

The barrage of mindless commercials that greet viewers on early evening TV or crop up on the Internet are designed chiefly to manipulate patients desires. Furthermore, they take valuable time from a doctor’s daily regimen — time that could be better spent on figuring out patients’ medical problems and then, hopefully, finding remedies.

If the FDA doesn’t reinstitute the ban on drug advertising soon, Congress should!

__________________________________________________________________________________________

NO
By James Gattuso (from the Heritage Foundation)

WASHINGTON — We’ve all seen the television commercials for prescription drugs that come on during your favorite show. Some — for certain maladies rarely discussed at the family dinner table — have become standard grist for late-night comics. But beyond the jokes, there’s a serious debate in Congress — where some are proposing that such ads be banned.

That would be a mistake. Despite the occasional cringe-inducing moment, the ads have helped millions of people get better medical treatment. This flow of information to patients and consumers should not be stopped.

Advertising for prescription drugs is nothing new. Pharmaceutical manufacturers have long intensely promoted their products. Consumers don’t see the vast majority of such efforts, which take the form of ads in professional journals and direct contact with physicians.

The consumer was brought into the equation relatively recently. It began with ads in consumer magazines and newspapers, and intensified after the FDA cleared the way for television advertising of prescription drugs in 1997. But even today, it’s easy to exaggerate the magnitude of such direct-to-consumer efforts.

Only 15 drugs, aimed at roughly six conditions, account for more than half of all TV drug ad spending. And contrary to what you might think, most of the conditions addressed are relatively common problems, with allergies and arthritis leading the list.

The FDA regulates the ads, requiring that the drawbacks as well as benefits of each medicine be disclosed. As important, patients still need a prescription to get the drugs they see advertised.

Despite the impression left by a few celebrity patients, doctors aren’t being stampeded by patients into prescribing drugs they’ve seen on TV. According to one study, when asked by patients for a specific advertised drug, doctors prescribe it less than 40 percent of the time. Another 20 percent of the time doctors actually prescribe a different drug — presumably one from a competitor of the advertising company.

The most important question, of course, is whether those patients who do get a prescription for an advertised drug really need it.

Critics assert that they do not, concluding that the advertising is a waste of health care dollars. Yet, several studies — involving ones about drugs for depression and for high cholesterol levels among other things — indicate that, rather than pump up artificial demand, the ads help identify under-diagnosed and under-treated conditions.

The advertisements may provide indirect benefits to consumers — even when no drug is prescribed — by spurring awareness of potentially harmful conditions. As economist John Calfee puts it, “No one knows how many lives are saved by those cholesterol drug ads that rouse wives to pester their husbands to stick with the program.”

Ultimately, however, even the best studies cannot determine whether a particular treatment is beneficial for any given condition or specific patient. Such determinations, by necessity, need be made on a case-by-case basis. Yet, that in itself argues for current rules, which put patients — and their doctors — in charge, rather than regulators and politicians.

But, critics argue, the ads are not balanced — putting a falsely positive light on the advertised drugs. But, if that’s true, the best way to counter faulty information is with more information. The goal must be to ensure that flow of medical information provided to consumers is complete and accurate — not to stop that flow.

There is a role for regulation in the process. Drug makers have a responsibility to provide fair and accurate information about their products — and regulators should be vigilant in ensuring that those responsibilities are met.

But censorship is not the answer. Policymakers should focus on providing more light — by which informed decisions can be made — rather than keeping consumers in the dark, even if that does mean watching a few embarrassing commercials.
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