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I don’t watch a lot of live daytime TV. (In fact, I don’t
watch a lot of live TV at any time.) I do see it several times
a week for the 45 minutes I spend on the elliptical at the
gym, which requires that the two TVs be tuned to sports. In
practice, that means ESPN and ESPN2 and I try to position
myself between them so I canlook at whichever has the least
boring talk. Daytime is not a time for actual sports; it is all
sports talk. And mostly I listen to music in my headphones.

But I did seem to notice a really lot of the commercials
were medically-related and aimed at my demographic (ie.,
“old”). Since I was recently in the hospital for several days
and had the TV on different stations, I can attest that this
pattern is not limited to sports shows; it is absolutely as
ubiquitous on CNN, MSNBC, etc. (can’t personally attest
to FoxNews, but I bet it is also true there). Sure, there are
a few non-medically related commercials aimed at my
demographic (e.g., reverse mortgages) and once in a while
even something of more general generational interest — |
particularly liked a half-hour infomercial for the NuWave
Bravo air fryer/convection oven. But the medically related
dominate.

Such commercials include those related to insurance
(Medicare supplements and in particular Medicare
Advantage — which seems a bit odd, since open enrollment
doesn’t start until October), those advertising medical
treatments for disease of the age-challenged, and lots of
commercials for incredibly expensive recombinant DNA
(anything ending in “-ab”) and other biologics for relatively
uncommon diseases. This last group is in the traditional
(if your idea of “tradition” is 40 years) mode of direct-
to-consumer (D'TC) advertising first legalized under the
Reagan administration: “ask your doctor if this is right for
you”. The implication is that it probably is, although the
litany of unpleasant side effects that always starts with
bloating, and moves to serious infections, and ends in
death, should give us pause. It is certainly right for the drug
manufacturer, who - shock! - makes HUGE HUGE HUGE
amounts of money on these things. Some of these drugs
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cost $100,000 a year. There are neurologic drugs that cost
$30,000 a MONTH. Or more. Thus it is worth advertising
to lots of people in the hope that even a small percentage
will “bite”.

NOTE: Most doctors hate this DTC adverltising. Yes, il
is in part because of how irritating and time consuming it is
Jor patients to come in and keep asking about whether they
should be on these drugs. But more important, il is because
they are trying to take care of you, to best manage your
condition using drugs (when drugs are appropriate) that
are the most effective, have the fewest and least dangerous
side-effects, and are affordable for you. Why on earth anyone
would ever think that a multi-drillion-dollar multi-national
drug company would have your health interests at heart
more than your doctor? If you think that, 1) you're wrong, 2)
you've been watching too much TV,

In addition to the insurance and drug commercials,
there are multitudes of miscellaneous others, especially for
devices. You can get an app for your phone that will check
your EKG. You can get endless numbers of devices that
will monitor your blood sugar, many of which apparently
come with the added benefit of turning you into a totally fit
mountain biker! Indeed, if you have always wanted to play
the flute, direct a play, or kayak whitewater, these devices
are for you! Also, the you-know-what. And let’s not forget
the “mobility devices” like scooters, available at “no cost
to you” (although such ads seem a little less common since
some of the big operators have been imprisoned). These
commercials provide a regular source of income for actors
in their 50s playing people in their 70s. Even the ones in
scooters look not very old, not very sick, and not very obese.
Of course, sometimes they feature a real person in their 70s,
if theyre famous. Joe Namath, is, I think, 77.

There seem to be endless ways for the companies
to make money off of your Medicare benefit. Medicare
Advantage is one issue that deserves alittle more discussion,
since they often seem to (and may) offer you actual
advantage. Medicare Advantage (Medicare Part “C”) takes
the money that traditional Medicare would pay, usually has
you put in more, and basically puts you in an HMO. You get
the benefits of an HMO - stuff not covered by traditional
Medicare like maybe eye, ear, dental, or other stuff. Also, the
disadvantages, like limited choice of doctors, hospitals, etc.,
especially if you're not in your usual geographic area. People
with traditional Medicare do not get bills from doctors
who are out of network (unless, and this is rare, they have
opted out of Medicare altogether), but Medicare Advantage
patients do. So, if you never leave your home area, and are
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happy with the hospitals and doctors in the network, it may
be a good choice for you, just as an HMO may be for anyone
(disclaimer: probably, however, if you are to choose one,
it shouldn’t be the one advertising on TV!)

That’s about you, though. Societally, it is much worse.
Medicare Advantage plans, compared to traditional
Medicare, have way higher overhead costs (about 12-
18% vs about 2%). They also get paid extra by the federal
government. Why? Well, you'd have to ask Reagan and his
GOP successors; essentially it is part of an effort to privatize
as much as possible. And, like most efforts to privatize,
actually costs more. And we all, as taxpayers, pay for it.

This is not a benign process, for Medicare, for drugs, for
devices. They are selling us very expensive stuff and making
a huge profit, while millions of Americans have no health
insurance and millions more are grossly underinsured.
Discussions about national health insurance proposals
often focus on cost, but the stuff being sold in these
commercials is part of the structure that causes amazingly
inflated costs, making our health system the most expensive
(2-3x as much per capita as other industrialized countries)
while maintaining among the worst health outcomes of that
group of nations. And the burden is not spread equally; those
most in need, those who are the poorest, disproportionately
minority group members, are the hardest hit. It is
inequitable, discriminatory, and immoral.

What’s On Your Mind?

The bottom line is that all of these commercials propagate
a system that is not only vastly inequitable, but is medically
inappropriate. A system in which the goal is not to maximize
the health of the population, in any fashion but certainly not
an equitable one, but rather to maximize the profit for the
companies that are advertising, to take money from the rest
of the economy and accrue it to themselves. This, of course,
is the nature of modern capitalism, but that doesn’t make
it good. You have to decide if your health, and the health of
your friends, family, community and nation are a core public
benefit or a product to be sold, caveat emptor.

The bottom line for the individual is the same as it is
for all commercials. They are NOT about YOU. They are
about MAKING MONEY for the company sponsoring the
commercial. That is all. You are nothing but the vehicle, or
perhaps more technically, “sucker”, who will channel that
money their way. If you read the fine print it is scary, and
that is only the stuff that they are legally required to tell you.
Anything that they are not legally required to tell you will
not be there. Do not trust them at all. Do not watch them.
They are dangerous.

Although T am going to look at see how Consumer
Reports rates the NuWave Bravo...



