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Pushing Western medicine with fear

New York, July 8: It yousleepless than
six hours a night, you are increasing
your risk of developing or dying from
heartdiscasc by 48%

At least, that's what US-based phar-
maceuticalsgiant Abbott would have 1.2
billion people in India believe. But doc-
tors say the grim message, which ap-
peared in anewspaper ad in India earli-
er this year, is baseless.

In fact, they worry Abbolt's inarket-
ing campaign may he the bigger threat,
scaring healthy people into buying po-
tentially harmful sleeping pills they
don’tneed —such asthe company'sown
drug Zolfresh.

“I'neyareimplying thattakingsleep-
ing pills may helpyoulive longer, where-
as the data shows that taking sleeping
pills is associated with increased mor-
tality,” said Dr. Daniel F Kripke, a psy-
chiatristatthe Universityof California,
San Diego. Industry insiders say the ad
pointstoabigger probhlenv: According to
BenjaminEngland, anattorney former-
ly with the US Food and Drug Adminis-
tration (FDA), drugmakers have lower
standards for how they operate in
emergingmarketslike India and China,
where government oversight is poor
“Youalrcady feel like youarein the Wild
West," said England, founder of thein-
ternational consulting firm FDA Im-
ports.com. “Thereisnotiikely tobeany-
body who is going to take them to task.”

“1f there ishobody paying thal much
attention to what people are saying
about the product, then they'll push the
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cnvelope and say things they would not
have gotten away with here,” he sald
And it doesn't matter that Abbotl re-
frains from mentioning drugs directly,
which would have been illegal in india,
said another lawyer formerly with the
FDA “lwouldarguethatif thecompany
makingtheclaimmhasasleep productfor
sale in India, then this is an implicit ad
for the product,” the lawyer, who spoke
oncondition of anonynity,said. “In the
US, companies cannol putoutascare no-
tice without substantialion simply be-
cause they donot mention their product
in the communiration ” With soaring
incomes, expanding insurance cover-
age and more and more chronicdisease,
India has become a big draw for global
drugmakers, According to a McKinsey
reportlast year, the country’sdrugmar-
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ket willbe worth $55 billion by 2020,

Promoling sleeping pills, a staple of
Western medicine, isone way to tap into
that potential. Last year US doctors pre-
scribed the drugs nearly 60 million
times, with sales exceeding $1.9 billion,
aceording to research firm IMS Health.

In India, a pack of zolpidem - - the
generic formof Abbott's Zolfresh-—sells
for just a couple of dollars. Despite the
low price, getting just a small fraction of
the large population tobuy sleeping pills
could mean a sizable profit for drugmak-
ers. “Insomnia is an area where you will
find a huge untapped market,” said Ram
Bala, a marketing expert at the Indian
School of Business in Hyderahad, who
has consulted for companies like John-
son & Johnsonand AstraZeneca,

Bala said drugmakers appear to be

steppingupefforts to winoveremerging
markets, although it'sanuphillhattleas
many Indians still prefer herbal remes
dies or are largely unaware of modern
medicine. “Thereisalot of publicresis-
tance to treating insomnia, hecause
they don't think it is such an important
condition,” Bala said. “1f you bombard
them withenough informatlonabout in-
serania, may be they may at some point
decide,'Hey, vouknowwhat, thereareso
many people telling me that insomniais
important, may be [should goto thedoc-
tor and checkitout ™

Indeed, Abbott's ad encouragesread-
erstosectheirdoctor if they cantick off
just one of 10 statements, including “t
feelsleepy duringtheday™ and “Lhavea
feeling that my sicep isunrefreshing.”

"I'his is so dramatic and ridiculous,”
said Adriane Fugh-Berman of George
town University in Washington, DC,
who runs PharmedOut, a think tank
that studies drugmakers' influence on
prescrihing. “Itisrcally advertising, but
it 1s disguiscd as education,” she said
"Industry calls it disease awareness
Those of us who are public health advo-
cates call it disease-mongering ---mak.
ing people believe that they are sick
when they are normal.”

Abhott declined to discuss the pur-
pose of its campaign. But McKinsey's
India report bolsters Fugh Berman's
point: “The acceptability of modern
medicine and newer therupics will in-
crease due to aggressive market cre-
ationby players,” it notes Reuters
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