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 Melody Petersen’s Our Daily Meds is subtitled “How the Pharmaceutical Companies Transformed 
Themselves Into Slick Marketing Machines and Hooked the Nation on Prescription Drugs.”  Petersen’s 
award-winning journalistic skills and long experience reporting on the industry prepared her to write what 
is a terrific, readable, infuriating account.  The book is endorsed by Dr. Marcia Angell, the highly-
respected former editor of the New England Journal of Medicine who herself authored a searing expose 
and indictment of big pharma in The Truth About the Drug Companies: How They Deceive Us and What 
to Do About It (Random House, 2004).  Angell actually predicted five years ago that big pharma was in 
trouble and couldn’t keep up its rapacious ways.  Wrong.  It’s worse than ever, as Petersen shows in 
abundant detail.   
 
There has never been a time when humans were free of quacks and charlatans hustling their potions on 
the gullible and ignorant.  But until about 25 years ago, our best and best known pharmaceutical 
companies did seem to show good faith in their espoused mission of finding effective drugs and even 
cures for our diseases.  Since about 1980 the tide has radically turned and the selling, marketing, and 
profiting from drugs is what occupies big pharma today. 
We consumers are inundated with advertising from all sides in all media.  Television drug advertising is 
astonishing in its quantity, its brash claims, and its celebrity polish.  The percentage of penile-focused 
drugs alone would be a hoot if it wasn’t also potentially dangerous.  But the advertising has succeeded:  
Americans now spend more on drugs than on gasoline or fast food, twice as much as on either higher 
education or new automobiles, more than the combined total of drug purchases by the people of Japan, 
Germany, Italy, Spain, the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Mexico, Brazil and Argentina!  Can you 
believe it?  This is sick (is there a drug for it?).   
 
The drug marketers have invented new diseases, labeling conditions that are actually the result of bad 
eating habits, poor exercise, life’s tragedies, and squirrely youth, as diseased conditions for which a drug 
is needed (probably at great expense for the rest of your life).  The average American used 12 
prescriptions in 2006, up from 8 in 1994; older Americans now average 30 prescriptions per year!  More 
than 100,000 Americans die each year from their prescription drugs, more than twice as many per day as 
from auto accidents, or diabetes or Alzheimer’s disease.   
 
About 10 percent of the price of most drugs covers the cost of the raw chemicals and manufacturing in 
your drugs.  The other 90% is for marketing, administration, profits (highest of any industry usually), and 
“research” --- a vague category in which is buried huge outlays to pay doctors “consulting fees” to sign off 
on company-sponsored research, attend propaganda sessions in posh resorts, etc..  Huge amounts of 
money are channeled into lobbying and buying off both legislators and regulators and into legal teams to 
defend against lawsuits by the drug-injured and competition from generics, other countries, etc..   
 
Very very few of the new drugs brought to market are truly innovative discoveries that come out of drug 
company research facilities and programs.  Most new drugs are “me too” drugs (e.g., Viagra, Cialis, and 
others fighting for the erectile dysfunction market) with at most a few molecules difference;  and if there is 
innovation and discovery it likely came from NIH or university laboratories who then license the marketing 
rights to the big pharma companies for a big fee.   The marketing (not research) investments are huge 
and the quest is for “blockbuster” marketing successes which can bring billions of dollars in profits. 
 
The problem is that these drugs are often not fully tested and their side effects are not known, especially 
over a large population, an extended period of time, or in combination with other drugs being taken.  The 
approval bar is set so low that the merest improvement by comparison to a placebo can get a drug to 
market, sometimes even if a better or equal alternative already is available.  One of the saddest aspects 
of this whole industry is the vastly increasing medication of our children.  Basically, all the drug 



companies are guilty of these practices.  You can’t think of Merck anymore as though its great and noble 
“river blindness” story characterizes it;  no Merck is now more appropriately thought of as the Vioxx 
company, an incredibly shameful episode for which people should be in prison.  But it’s not just Merck, it’s 
Pfizer, Sanofi-Aventis, Bayer, Johnson & Johnson, Roche, GlaxoSmithKline, Novartis, etc..  It is an 
industry-wide phenomenon. 
 
This book is a valuable read, first of all, as a case study in how losing your mission and vision is a recipe 
for disaster.  Making big money, as a stand alone mission, is a deeply corrupting choice as this book 
shows.  Second, having independent universities (not sold out to corporate agendas as is increasingly the 
case today), regulatory agencies, political leadership, academic journals, and news media is crucial to 
containing the threat of big pharma.  And such independence will require a political will not yet evident.  
Third, as consumers, we must question our health care providers about their financial connections to 
pharma and factor that information into our choices and judgments.  And we must resist the propaganda 
and focus on proactive health measures (diet, exercise, etc.), leaving drugs as the very last resort for 
extreme circumstances. 
 


