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The original meaning of Scare Mongering and Fear Mongering

«… especially needlessy»
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A possible rationale for fearmongering…

Fear can be instilled, and used, 

for specific goals…

Fabio Turone - Erice 2010 Fear

Factor

4

Disease mongering
[…] The practice of widening the diagnostic boundaries of

illnesses, and promoting public awareness of such, in order to

expand the markets for those who sell and deliver treatments,

which may include pharmaceutical companies, physicians, and

other professional or consumer organizations.

… to sell and deliver drugs, exams or procedures…
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Pharmageddon
(Etymology: Blend of Pharmaceutical and Armageddon;

dates from the late 1990s)

A dystopian scenario wherein medicine and the pharmaceuticals

industry have a net detrimental effect on human health and

medical progress does more harm than good

… but also to oppose the practice…
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… until the marketing “steals” and distorts the concept
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THE ZOMBIE SALES REPRESENTATIVE

Drug marketing is exploring new ways…
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Between alarmist headlines and confident declarations
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Aug 19, 2009

Maybe a well-deserved alarm, after all…
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The challenges for science journalists
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Logan, Can J Policy Research, 2000

The role of the media
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The «perceived sins» of the media…
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The «perceived sins» of the media…
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… and the little-known merits of investigative science journalism
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… and of good old journalistic scrutiny
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… and of good old journalistic scrutiny
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«Professor Risk», David Spiegelhalter, likes to play that game
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   How are journalists
supposed find the right balance

to convey  all this?

«Professor of risk encouragement…»
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The EBM researcher’s perspective on science reports (1993)

1. Is it clear to whom the information in the report applies (i.e. to which population
the evidence is applicable)?

2. Are facts clearly distinguished from opinions?

3. Is the assessment of the credibility (validity) of the evidence clear and well-
founded (not misleading)?

4. Is the strength or magnitude of the findings (effects, risks or costs) that are the
main focus of the article clearly reported?

5. Is there a clear and well-founded (not misleading) assessment of the precision of
any estimates that are reported or of the probability that any of the reported
findings might be due to chance?

6. Is the consistency of the evidence (between studies) considered and is the
assessment well-founded (not miseading)?

7. Are all of the important consequences (benefits, risks and costs) of concern
relative to the central topic of the report identified?

8. Based on your answers to the above questions, how would you rate the overall
scientific quality of the report?

A. Oxman et al, Journal of Clinical Epidemiology 1993
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TESTO clear enough?

… and the perspective of a team of journalists and clinicians (2007)
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1. The availability of the treatment/test/product/procedure

2. Whether/how costs are mentioned in the story

3. If there is evidence of disease mongering in the story

4. Does the story seem to grasp the quality of the evidence?

5. How harms of the treatment/test/product/procedure are covered in the

story

6. Does the story establish the true novelty of the approach?

7. How the benefits of the treatment/test/product/procedure are framed

8. Whether the story appeared to rely solely or largely on a news release

9. Is there an independent source and were any possible conflicts of

interests of sources disclosed in the article?

10. Whether alternative treatment/test/product/procedure options are

mentioned

Review Criteria for evaluating news stories

G. Schwitzer et al. Healthnewsreview.org
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TESTO clear enough?
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TESTO clear enough?

http://www.healthnewsreview.org/review/review.php?rid=2205



Fabio Turone - Erice 2010 Fear

Factor

27

Fabio Turone - Erice 2010 Fear

Factor

28

Speaking of «unbearable lightness»: the Italian Job

«The risk for a story to be unbalanced…»

«These findings raise again the fundamental issue

whether popular media is detrimental rather than

useful to public health».
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Who «helps» journalists? - 1 Press Releases
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Who «helps» journalists? - 1 Press Releases
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Who «helps» journalists? - 1bis Disguised Press Releases
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Who «helps» journalists? - 2 Publishers’ PR offices



Fabio Turone - Erice 2010 Fear

Factor

33

Who «helps» journalists? - 3 Academia’s PR offices
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Who «helps» journalists? - 3 Academia’s PR offices
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Who «helps» journalists? - 3 Academia’s PR offices

Fabio Turone - Erice 2010 Fear

Factor

36

Who «helps» journalists? - 3 Academia’s PR offices
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Who «helps» journalists? - 3 Academia’s PR offices
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Who «helps» journalists? - 3 Academia’s PR offices
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Who «helps» journalists? - 3 Academia’s PR offices
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Who helps journalists? - 4 Academia and Institutions



Fabio Turone - Erice 2010 Fear

Factor

41

Who helps journalists? - 5 Professional organizations
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Who helps journalists? - 6 Foundations



Fabio Turone - Erice 2010 Fear

Factor

43

«Ideally, science journalists could lead the way toward

improved risk coverage that moves beyond case-by-case

alarms – and easy hype – to a more consistent, balanced

approach that puts the hazard du jour in broader

perspective. […]

«Unfortunately, both the sources of information – public or

private – and the disseminators – the media – are unprepared

to put the latest risk in context. The 24-hour news cycle

puts a premium on time, the news hole puts a premium

on space, and competition puts a premium on

controversy and conflict over more balanced risk

information. […]

«In writing about scientific research and numbers, it is

important to understand how strong the study is, the

reputations of those who conducted it, and the degree of

uncertainty».

A Field Guide for Science Writers. The Official Guide of The National Association of Science Writers,

Oxford University Press, 2nd ed. 2006

Cristine Russell: 

«Risk Reporting»

Conclusion
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• Risk and risk communication are pervasive concepts

in our society

Conclusion
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All actors involved should look for better

ways to deal with risk, to help all the

actors in society “negotiate” between

each one’s perceived risks and

perceived benefits, due to the experience

with the long – and maybe never ending –

quest for informed consent in medicine

Conclusion
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• In order to do so, public institutions and

individual scientists should try and

cooperate on a regular basis with the

members of the media and  with

professional organizations interested in

the effort of building reciprocal trust and

disseminating a steady flow of good

quality information, focusing on the

idea that in complex situations  there is

often no obvious decision one can take

for all others.

Conclusion
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-We’d need  a vaccine

against stupidity.

- How about side

effects?

Thank you!
turone@agenziazoe.it

www.twitter.com/fabioturone


