Dear Rt Honourable … MP/MEP

I am writing to you with concerns about the issue of direct-to-consumer-advertising (DTCA) of prescription-only medications, a topic that has been gaining importance in recent years. 

Currently, only the USA and New Zealand permit advertising of prescription medications directly to the consumer. In the USA, laws were relaxed by the Food and Drugs Administration to allow the pharmaceutical industry to directly target patients through advertising in 1997. By 2002, the pharmaceutical industry increased spending on advertising to patients from $220 million to a staggering $2.8 billion. Advertising directly to patients leaves people with exaggerated perceptions of the benefits of medications and so creates dilemmas for doctors who aspire to be both patient-centred and evidence-based. Therefore DTCA increases the use of drugs and medical services, increases prescribers' workloads and increases expenditure by taxpayers on healthcare. 

This practice is not currently permitted in the European Union. However, despite our knowledge of the impact of DTCA, a recent proposal made by the Pharmaceutical Forum (a committee of Members of the European Parliament, and representatives from the pharmaceutical industry) has called for some relaxation in regulations.

While this proposal did not actually recommend legalisation of advertising to patients in Europe, it did recommend that the pharmaceutical industry should directly be giving “information to patients”. This information may be given through text or the internet.

As a doctor/medical student within the National Health Service, I aim to educate my patients, allowing for informed decisions to be made about treatment. Furthermore, it is my responsibility to ensure the information given to my patients is well researched and un-biased and given in a manner that will be fully understood. Doctors work hard to ensure that all research is peer-reviewed and critically appraised to ensure that the medicine we practice is evidence-based and thus provide the best management for our patients. In addition, we are trained in how to deliver this information to ensure patients understand the information given to them. The new European Union proposal to permit information to be given from the pharmaceutical industry directly to patients removes this careful process. 

Proponents of DTCA and “Information to Patients” claim it increases public knowledge. This would be the case if information was reliable and balanced. Currently, within the proposal there is no clear definition of “information” or “advertising”. One worries that this lack of clarity will be used to the advantage of the pharmaceutical industry, should the proposal be put into practice. We cannot expect a profit-making industry to provide balanced information. 
Furthermore, it is not the responsibility of the industry to ensure better patient information: that is the role of the medical profession and UK government. Therefore I am asking for your support in addressing the concerning issue of “information to patients” by the pharmaceutical industry. I ask that you raise this issue amongst your peers within the UK/European Parliament with the hope to changing the direction that the European Union is heading with regards to this topic. 

Yours Sincerely, 

…

