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“A reflection process for a new EU Health Strategy” 
 

 
 
1. Introduction 
 

The European Association of Communications Agencies (EACA) is the Brussels-based 
organisation that represents full-service advertising and media agencies as well as agency 
associations in Europe.  
  
EACA welcomes a reflection process on a new EU Health Strategy. We agree that promoting 
good health is vital to quality of life and economic progress in Europe; healthy people lead 
longer and more productive lives. However, we doubt whether an approach that tends to 
blame ill health on certain categories of products, as illustrated by a recent Commission 
working paper on alcohol, is the most effective way to proceed. 
 
EACA agrees that it is important that any health strategy be based on solid facts, scientific 
evidence, reliable data and common good sense. 
 
 
22..  EEnnaabblliinngg  GGoooodd  HHeeaalltthh  ffoorr  AAllll  
 

Since ancient times, “mens sana in corpore sano” has been a well-known saying that 
illustrates good health: a balanced way to address physical and mental needs in everyday 
life. Good health is not only based on how we treat our body but also on how we treat our 
mind. 
 
Physical health is determined by external factors, such as environmental pollution or contact 
with viruses or other infectious agents, as well as by lifestyle choices on the part of 
individuals. 
 
 
A) External factors influencing health 
 
An increasingly polluted planet: sustainability 

The multiplication of industrial and commercial waste threatens to transform our planet 
into a place unfit for healthy living in a foreseeable future. The United Nations Environment 
Programme has calculated that if we continue with current production and consumption 
patterns, two planets will be needed by 2050. Air, soil and water pollution multiply causes for 
allergies of all sorts, skin and respiratory diseases, etc… 
 
EACA has been working with the United Nations Environment Programme for the last five 
years to promote Corporate Social Responsibility. The programme is aimed at raising 
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general awareness about consumption, using communications skills to promote sustainable 
consumption patterns, to promote products, services and campaigns that foster sustainable 
consumption, and to pursue best practice in environmental management. 
 
A project is currently under way with UNEP to use advertising to promote use of public 
transport as one of several positive actions that citizens can take. 
 
EACA has recently published a guide for agencies on how to communicate corporate social 
responsibility and how to run their businesses more sustainably. 
 
 
Social problems: physical integrity 

Physical integrity is also a major health factor. The right not to be abused or assaulted 
is in our view essential and should be seen as part of an effective European Health Strategy. 
 
EACA’s members regularly participate in “social awareness campaigns” to help create 
awareness of major social problems such as child abuse, battered women or extreme 
poverty and exclusion and provide information about existing help centres.  
 
 
No geographical boundaries for viruses or bacteria 

With more and more people travelling regularly across continents, bacteria and viruses 
not only migrate rapidly, but are also subject to rapid mutation phenomena and certain 
infectious diseases spread at alarming rates.  
 
Two strategies can help in combating these illnesses: timely and extensive information and 
adequate medicines. As explained by Commissioner David Byrne in the reflection paper, 
Europe’s pharmaceutical industry plays a major role with a yearly investment of €20 billion in 
research and development to discover the most effective medicines for each situation. 
 
Information about the emergence and progression of these epidemics should be promoted 
between Member States and national health authorities, as suggested by the Commission 
project for a European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control. 
 
Information on symptoms and basic hygiene facts, as well as possible treatments should be 
made available to all citizens in the 25 Member States. Concerning possible treatment 
options and existing medicines, allowing pharmaceutical companies to communicate with 
patients would give consumers access to the valuable information they need to make 
informed decisions about their health. Currently, companies in New Zealand and the United 
States can advertise prescription medicines. $US2.47bn was spent on pharmaceutical 
advertising in the United States in 2000, reflecting the importance companies place on 
communicating with patients.1 Being able to advertise their products would also help to make 
EU pharmaceutical companies more competitive, increasing the contribution the industry can 
make towards achieving good health. 
 

                                                 
1 Mintzes et al, 2002. “Influence of direct to consumer pharmaceutical advertising and patients' requests on 

prescribing decisions: two site cross sectional survey.”  www.bmj.com 
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B) European lifestyles 
 

The paper does not really answer the question: what do we understand by “lifestyle”? 
In our view it should be the sum of all different aspects of how we live, from the time 
allocated to sleeping, working, studying or family and friends’ time, to the food we eat, the 
liquids we drink, the products we use or not for our hygiene, the sports we practise, the 
stress levels under which we work, the material conditions under which we live, our social 
and family environment, etc… 
 
The reflection paper’s assumption that unhealthy lifestyles would be largely dependent on 
the abuse of certain product categories illustrates only a small fraction of the highly complex 
reality.  
 
Stress, for example, has been found to be at the origin of 50% to 60% of lost working days in 
Europe2. Research3 has shown that work-related stress factors contribute to a wide spectrum 
of ill health: 13% of the EU work-force complains of headaches, 17% of muscular pains, 30% 
of backache, in addition to many other, potentially life-threatening diseases. “Coping with 
stress and depression in Europe” is a priority for world action, said Dr. Gro Harlem 
Brundtland, WHO Director General, in October 2001. 
 
Another essential factor is the stability of the social “environment”: the importance of a caring 
family and the support of friends are paramount, particularly for children and adolescents. 
Family and friends are also vital in helping shape future “healthy” or “unhealthy” habits, be it 
food choices or the regular practice of sports. 
 
The multiplication of single-parent families and the growing mobility of family members 
leading to a geographical “explosion” of the family structure, calls for the setting up of social 
support structures and groups. Parenting, which for most parents is not a single activity but 
just one among many others, is felt to be more difficult and complex. Available moral support 
would be an effective solution to strengthen parents’ resolve, for example to say “No” to their 
children when these have unreasonable or unhealthy requests, or to buy and include more 
vegetables and fruit in their daily family menus. 
 
The paper implies that healthy lifestyles are largely the result of choices. Choices themselves 
depend on many factors, such as education and habits, social conditions, availability of time 
and money, availability of products. 
 
New product development will progressively strive towards proposing food and drink 
products that are better adapted to modern sedentary lifestyles (smaller portions, less 
calories), and will be a valuable contributor to balancing the calories in/ calories out equation.   
 
 
 

                                                 
2 WHO Press Release EURO/14/04,  4 October 2004 
3 Data from WHO Press Release EURO/14/04,  4 October 2004 



 
 

EU Health Strategy 

4

  
33..  GGoooodd  HHeeaalltthh  iiss  aa  SShhaarreedd  RReessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy  
 

We agree that health promotion is a shared responsibility between citizens, civil society, 
industry, national governments and the EU, and believe communications agencies have an 
important role to play in promoting products or services responsibly and participating in 
setting up attractive education programmes that inform about balanced and healthy lifestyles. 
 
EACA and its members promote responsible commercial communications for products and 
services, and give particular consideration to the advertising of products to children.  
 
As part of a 9-point Resolution published in 2004, members of EACA and its 29 national 
associations have agreed not to allow any creative work, which has been disallowed or had a 
complaint upheld against it by its national self-regulatory organisation, to be entered into any 
awards scheme or competition under their control.  
 
EACA also fully supports the new International Chamber of Commerce guidelines on 
responsible food and beverage communications. 
 
European citizens need a better understanding of how their body and mind function, what 
their needs are and how to address these in the most harmonious manner. Communications 
agencies would welcome the opportunity to participate in dynamic educational projects to 
promote balanced lifestyles. 
 
 
 
44..  CCoonncclluussiioonn  
 

EACA welcomes the all-inclusive approach set out in this reflection paper by the 
Commission, but would like to caution against over-simplified views concerning healthy 
lifestyles. Searching for culprits amongst certain categories of products is not, in our view, 
the most effective approach.  
 
EACA supports European Health and Consumer Protection Commissioner David Byrne’s 
project to promote a global health strategy for the EU, and to put health at the centre of EU 
policy making, on condition that the definition of health is considered in its broadest sense 
and that all stakeholders are invited to participate at every level of this strategy. 
 
 
 
Brussels, 12 October 2004. 
 



This paper represents the views of its author on the subject. These views have not been adopted or in any way approved by the Commission 
and should not be relied upon as a statement of the Commission's or Health & Consumer Protection DG's views. The European Commission 
does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this paper, nor does it accept responsibility for any use made thereof. 


