
 
 
 
 
 
 

Letter to the editor:  The Pundit Speaks 
By Randolph M. Howes, M.D., Ph.D. 
May 16, 2010 

 
 “Keeping Drug Companies Honest” 

 
 Previously, I have discussed ridiculous drug price markups, dangerous off-label drug use, ghost writing of 
articles on drugs, fabricated (doctored) drug data, 106,000 annual legally prescribed drug deaths from adverse 
reactions and targeting doctors with programs to "convince" them to prescribe certain drugs.  I have even 
implied that the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) is in cahoots with big Pharma and their lobbyists.   
 Now, the FDA is encouraging doctors to report any examples of false or misleading advertising by drug 
companies.  So, it appears that the FDA is going to police the pharmaceutical industry's multibillion-dollar 
marketing machine.   
 Sure, but I will believe it when I see it.  The FDA has introduced a "bad ad program" which urges doctors to 
report ads, promotions and sales pitches that violate the agency's rules.   
 Reportedly, the FDA relies on a few dozen staffers to evaluate and review hundreds of pharmaceutical ads, 
brochures, promotions and presentations voluntarily submitted by companies or reported to the agency and it 
issues warning letters to companies using misleading materials.  However, because of the huge volume of 
submissions, those letters aren't sent until about seven months after the ad is released or even after the ad is no 
longer in circulation.  In short, the FDA watchdog is ineffective and incapable of doing the necessary job.  
Their new program will offer doctors training at medical conferences to help spot misleading ads and they can 
report advertising violations anonymously by e-mailing badad@fda.gov or calling 877-RX-DDMAC.   
 Drug manufacturers spend roughly $20 billion per year to promote their products, with about $4 billion of 
industry spending going toward patient-targeted advertisements.  They promote drugs via various mediums, 
ranging from Reader's Digest to Time magazine.  They blanket medical journal ads and staff information 
booths at medically related conferences and sponsor multimillion dollar magazine and TV campaigns.  It is a 
$20,000,000,000.00 annual business.   
 Our over-medicated society has seen deaths with legally prescribed drugs such as: Heath Ledger, Elvis 
Presley, Marilyn Monroe, Janis Joplin, Michael Jackson, Chris Penn, Jimi Hendrix and a host of other well 
known celebrities.  We need honesty and less hype. 
 In the America that I love, we realize that TV drug advertisements encourage over-prescribing of 
medications by emphasizing the benefits and minimizing the risks.  Rainbows, butterflies, buzzing bees, 
sailboats, dancing partners and beautiful sunsets are only a small part of their campaigns of persuasion.  I 
agree with Will Rogers who said, "Advertising is the art of convincing people to spend money they don't 
have, for something they don't need."  In the end, this should be about patient safety and not about corporate 
profits.  With this new program, perhaps I need a direct line to the FDA. 
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