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CHAPTER 6

INFORMATION ABOUT
DRUGS IN FAMILY
MAGAZINES1

Abstract
Because of the important role which family magazines can play in the diffusion of
medical information and information regarding drugs to a "lay audience" we describe
in this article what kind of drugs are discussed in the family magazines and which in-
formation regarding these drugs is given. Furthermore we look into the information
sources for journalists; special attention is paid to the role of the pharmacist, is (s)he
recognized by journalists as one of the experts on medicines?
Two approaches were used in order to answer the above described research questions,
a content analysis of family magazines supplemented with in-depth interviews of jour-
nalists.
The results of this study show that gynecological products as well as drugs for the cen-
tral nervous system receive much attention in family magazines. The kind of informa-
tion given about medicines is limited. Only a proportion of the publications pay
attention to the side effects of a drug therapy. Therefore health professionals con-
fronted with patients asking questions about drugs in response to publications in fam-
ily magazines should realize that the patient knows the name of a drug but is seldomly
informed about other aspects of the therapy, such as side effects. 
In the provision of information physicians and medical specialists play an important
role as sources of information for journalists. There is, however, until now no role for
the pharmacist as source of information on medicines in family magazines. 
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6.1 INTRODUCTION Introduction

The general public as well as health professionals use many dif-
ferent sources of information about health, illness and drugs.

Results of studies show that family magazines and daily newspa-
pers not only play a role as source of medical information for the
general public [1,2,3], but inform physicians and other groups of
health professionals as well [4,5,6].  Family magazines are more
often mentioned by the general public as a source of information
on medicines than for example pharmacists [1,2].

The attention paid to science in general in the family magazines
is comparable to the attention paid to this subject in the daily
newspapers; approximately 5% of the space is devoted to this sub-
ject. In the family magazines medical news is the most important
category of science news [7]. Durant et al. showed that the general
public is very interested in news about new medical discoveries
[8].

In the Netherlands more than 50% of the women over 18 years
of age are reached by the family magazines [9]. Magazines supply
their readers with all kinds of information. According to Hermes
[10], readers learn from articles and the "question and answer" sec-
tion how others solve problems in the field of relationships, illness
and grief. The readers are especially interested in human interest
stories and the "question and answer" section [10]. According to a
physician working for a family magazine, the magazine receives in
particular many letters with medical questions [11]. Physicians and
medical doctors state that once a new drug or new therapy is dis-
cussed in the mass media they receive more questions about the
new therapy [12]. One gynecologist stated that family magazines
were very helpful in introducing the sub-50 contraceptives in the
Netherlands by giving attention to these new oral contraceptives.
The women were advised to ask their physicians for a ’low- dose
pill’ [13]. Both Wellings and Jones et al. showed a decline in the
use of the "pill" after negative publicity in the mass media [14-15].
The lay media were also important communication channels in
alerting health professionals and patients about the relationship
between aspirin and Reye’s syndrome [16], and to inform both pa-
tients and health professionals that the post-therapy contraception
period after acitritin therapy was extended from two months to
two years [17]. 

Because of the important role which family magazines can play
in the diffusion of medical information and information regarding
drugs to a "lay audience" we address the following questions:
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What kind of drugs are discussed in the family magazines and
which information regarding these drugs is given? 
Where do the journalists get their information?
The World Health Organization recommends that the pharma-
cist should play a central role in the provision of advice and in-
formation to patients and the general public on the use of
medicines [18]. Therefore, in this study special attention is paid
to the role of the pharmacist, is he recognized by journalists as
one of the experts on drugs?

6.2 METHODS Methods

Two approaches were used in order to answer the above de-
scribed research questions, a content analysis of family maga-

zines supplemented with in-depth interviews of journalists. The
content analysis was performed to detect publications mentioning
medication in three family magazines in order to determine the
kind of drugs discussed and the information given. Secondly, in-
depth interviews were conducted with journalists who write
about drugs in family magazines to obtain background informa-
tion on the way they work, which sources they use and how they
select the subjects for their stories. 

Content analysis 
The three Dutch family magazines used for the content analysis
(Libelle, Margriet and Viva) were chosen because they contain
medical information in almost every issue and because they are
read by many women. The total circulation of these three maga-
zines is 1.430.000 copies weekly [9]. Because readers often pass on
the magazine to someone else, the number of readers may be
much higher than the circulation indicates.

All publications in which medication was discussed over a pe-
riod of one year ( June 1991 - May 1992) were selected. The publi-
cations were coded with respect to several topics. First of all we
differentiated between the various types of publications (question
and answer section, articles and letters to the editor). Secondly, we
classified the drugs mentioned by making use of the Anatomical,
Therapeutical, Chemical (ATC) classification system. This system
has been commonly used in drug utilization studies in Europe. In
the ATC classification every preparation is given a code number
consisting of up to five elements [19]. The original system consists
of 14 main (anatomical) groups; we added three groups, one for
homeopathic drugs, one for drugs not yet available in the Nether-
lands and one group for drugs in general. The 17 categories in-
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cluded were: Alimentary tract and metabolism, Blood/bloodform-
ing organs, Cardiovascular drugs, Dermatologicals, Genito urinary
system and sex hormones,  Systemic hormonal preparations (excl.
gynecological drugs), General antiinfectives, Antineoplastic and
immunosuppresives, Musculo/skeletal, Central Nervous System
drugs, Antiparasitic products, Respiratory drugs, Sensory organs,
Various, Homeopathic and alternative drugs, Drugs in general,
and not yet available drugs. The data were analyzed on the first
and second level of the ATC classification system. 

To establish the agenda of the family magazines concerning
drugs, the 17 main groups of the ATC system (first level) were
ranked according to their frequencies. For all analyses regarding
agendas, the 17 main groups of the ATC system (first level) were
used. The second level of the ATC classification system was used
for descriptive statistics only. A total of 89 different subclasses (sec-
ond level) can be distinguished in the ATC system used.  

Furthermore, we coded the name used to address the drug.
Here we differentiated between four categories of names, i.e.
brand name, generic name, group name (e.g. hormones) and func-
tional name (e.g. oral contraceptives). 

To study the kind of information given about drugs, we pro-
vided codes to indicate if information was given about the indica-
tion, side-effects, or contra-indications. We also checked whether
the reader was advised to consult a physician. Furthermore, we
collected information on the sources mentioned in the publica-
tions, whether they were patients, physicians, pharmacists or oth-
ers. 

Finally we determined whether the drugs most frequently dis-
cussed in the family magazines ("drug agenda of the family maga-
zines") were also the drugs most frequently discussed in the
newspapers ("drug agenda of the newspapers"). The rank order of
the ATC main groups in newspapers was established as a part of
our overall study and is described in detail elsewhere [20]. The
agreement in ranking was tested using Spearman Rho (Rs).

Interviews
Three journalists interviewed in this study were responsible for
publications about drugs in family magazines included in the con-
tent analysis. A fourth journalist worked for a Flemish family
magazine not included in the content analysis. In the interviews
we asked the journalists about their sources of ideas and informa-
tion, and the way they select items/topics for publications. Futher-
more, we asked the respondents what kind of experts they consult
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when they need information on medicines. We also talked with
the respondents about their training. 

6.3 RESULTS OF THE CONTENT ANALYSIS Results of the Content Analysis

In the three family magazines 255 publications were found con-
taining information about drugs. Only minor differences were

found in the contents of the three magazines studied. Most infor-
mation (62%) was found in the question and answer section; 25%
in articles, 8% in letters to the editors and 5% in small news items. 

The ATC main group most frequently discussed in the family
magazines was ’Genito urinary system and sex hormones’ (32% of
all publications). Within the main ATC group of the gynecological
drugs the ’Sex hormones and stimulants of the genital system’ was
the most frequently mentioned subgroup, discussed in 26% of all
publications (Table I). Drugs for the central nervous system were
the second most frequently discussed ATC main group; 40% of the
publications discussing central nervous system drugs, paid atten-
tion to the psycholeptics. Four other groups were discussed in
more that 10% of the publications (Table 1).

For these six ATC main groups most publications were found in
the question and answer section, except in the case of the homeo-
pathic drugs. This latter group was most often discussed in articles
(Table 2). In 70 publications (27%) one or more over-the-counter
(OTC) products were discussed. 

Gynecological drugs were proportionally more often discussed
alone then the other five major ATC main groups. The gastrointes-
tinal drugs were most frequently discussed in combination with
other ATC main groups. 

ATC main
group

ATC sub-class ATC code number of
publications

Genito urinary syst./sex horm. G 81 (32%)
Sex hormones and stimulants of the genital system G03 67

Central Nervous System N 45 (18%)
Analgesics N02 16
Psycholeptics N05 18

General Antiinfectives, systemic J 37 (14%)
Systemic antibiotics J01 25

Alimentary tract/metabolism A 33 (13%)
Vitamins A11 18

Homeopathic and altern. drugs Y 29 (11%)
Dermatologicals D 28 (11%)

Table 1
Six major main ATC groups and subclasses most frequently discussed in three family
magazines (n=255).
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The indication was given in 84% of the publications. Whereas side-
effects were mentioned in about a third of the articles (Table 3).
The 16% that contained no information on the indication, were
concerned with the occurrence of side effects of drugs. 

Side effects were most often discussed in relation to drugs for the
central nervous system; 47% of these publications contained infor-
mation on side effects. In only 24% of the publications concerned
with general antiinfectives and 18% of the articles with informa-
tion on dermatologicals side effects were discussed (Table 4).
Whether or not side effects were discussed in the publications de-
pended on the drug class discussed (Chi-square=14.08, df=5,
p<0.05).

ATC main group total question/
answers

article letter news

Genito urinary syst./sex horm. 81 52 (64%) 21 (26%) 2   (3%) 6 (7%)
Central Nervous System 45 23 (51%) 16 (36%) 5 (11%) 1 (2%)
General Antiinfectives 37 25 (68%) 10 (27%) 2   (5%) -
Alimentary tract/metabolism 33 23 (70%) 10 (30%) -    -
Homeopathic and altern. drugs 29 10 (34%) 18 (62%) 1   (3%) -
Dermatologicals 28 19 (68%) 7 (25%) 2   (7%) -

Table 2
Kind of drug classes discussed in different sections of three family magazines

kind of information number of publications
name 255 (100%)

group name 170 (67%)
functional name 107 (42%)
generic name 49 (19%)
brand name 49 (19%)

indications 215 (84%)
side effects 94 (37%)
contra indications 5 (  2%)
other solutions 85 (33%)

Table 3
Kind of information on medicines in family magazines, (N=255)

ATC main group total side effects
discussed

Genito urinary syst./sex horm. 81 31 (38%)
Central Nervous System 45 21 (47%)
General Antiinfectives 37 9 (24%)
Alimentary tract/metabolism 33 13 (36%)
Homeopathic and alter. drugs 29 4 (14%)
Dermatologicals 28 5 (18%)

Chi-square = 14.1, df = 5, p < 0.05

Table 4
Frequency side effects are discussed in family magazines in
relation to the six ATC main groups
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In 35% of all publications the reader was advised to consult a
physician to discuss a complaint or therapy. In another 11% the
readers were advised indirectly to consult their physician; in these
publications it was for example stated that prescription drugs were
necessary. In 8% of the publications a physician was already con-
sulted and the magazine was asked for a second opinion. In the
question and answer section the readers were advised to consult
their physician (directly or indirectly) in 55% of the publications. 

Other solutions (no pharmaceuticals) were mentioned in one
third of all publications. The other solutions mentioned were
among others drinking milk instead of taking calcium tablets and
using a "pad and buzzer" to train a bed-wetter.

The information that was given about drugs came from a variety
of sources. In 63 publications a patient (expert of experience) was
cited and in 161 publications (63%) a physician or medical doctor
was mentioned as source. Pharmacists were not cited as source at
all. The combination of both the expert by experience and physi-
cian was found in a limited number of publications (15 publica-
tions). 

The name most often used was a group name (Table 3). A func-
tional name was found in 107 publications (42%), and a brand
name was used in about a 19% of all publications. In 5% of all pub-
lications the brand name was the only name used. In 26 (38%) of
the publications mentioning OTC products the brand name was
used to address the product; whereas in only 12% of the articles
which discussed prescription drugs a brand name was used. A
brand name was significantly more often used in relation to an
OTC product than a prescription drug (Chi-square = 19.98, df = 1,
p < 0.05). 

For the homeopathic drugs the brand name was used in 38% of
the publications. The dermatologicals and drugs for the central
nervous system were both in approximately a third of the publica-
tions mentioned with a brand name. A group or functional name

ATC main group total brand name generic name group and or
functional name

n (%) n (%) n (%)
Genito urinary syst./sex horm. 81 10 (12) 10 (12) 78 (96)
Central Nervous System 45 14 (31) 8 (18) 39 (87)
General Antiinfectives 37 3 (8) 5 (14) 37 (100)
Alimentary tract/metabolism 33 2 (6) 15 (45) 20 (61)
Homeopathic and alter. drugs 29 11 (38) 4 (14) 23 (79)
Dermatologicals 28 9 (32) 15 (54) 13 (46)

Table 5
Frequency of different kinds of names to address a drug by ATC main groups
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was used in all publications for general antiinfectives and antibiot-
ics, accompanied by a brand name in 8% (Table 5).

The agenda of the magazines is clearly related to the drug
agenda of the newspapers, Spearman’s rho is 0.71 (Table 6). The
three main ATC groups most often discussed were prominent in
both newspapers and family magazines: gynecological drugs, cen-
tral nervous system drugs and general antiinfectives and antibiot-
ics. The family magazines did however pay proportionally more
attention to homeopathic drugs.

6.4 RESULTS OF THE INTERVIEWS Results of the Interviews

The background of respondents is diverse; two have a univer-
sity degree (one had studied mass communication and the

other one Dutch language). Only one of the respondents got some
training in the medical field; she attended a few medical lectures.
Their experience is journalism varied from 7 to 24 years.

The journalists reported to use different sources to get ideas for
articles on health, illness and drugs. Letters from the readers, ideas
brought up by colleagues, daily newspapers and press releases
from different sources were mentioned as important sources of
ideas. Only one respondent considered scientific and medical jour-
nals to be important sources of ideas and information.

ATC main group family magazines
(n=255)

newspapers
(n=178)

n (rank) n (rank)
Genito urinary syst./sex horm. 81 (1) 25 (2.5)
Central Nervous System 45 (2) 25 (2.5)
General Antiinfectives 37 (3) 36 (1)
Alimentary tract/metabolism 33 (4) 8 (8)
Homeopathic and alter. drugs 29 (5) 13 (6) 
Dermatologicals 28 (6) 3 (13.5)
Drugs in general 17 (7) 15 (5)
Respiratory drugs 15 (8) 8 (8)
Cardiovascular drugs 12 (9.5) 8 (8)
Antineoplastic/immunosuppresives 12 (9.5) 7 (10.5)
Systemic hormonal prep. 10 (11.5) 3 (13.5)
Not yet available drugs 10 (11.5) 3 (13.5)
Blood/blood forming organs 13 (13) 19 (4)
Musculo/skeletal 5 (14) 2 (16)
Sensory organs 4 (15) 0 (17)
Antiparasitic products 3 (16) 3 (13.5)
Various 0 (17) 7 (10.5)

Rs = 0.71. p < 0.05

Table 6
Comparison of drug discussed in family magazines with drugs discussed in newspapers,
(comparison of the agenda’s)
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The magazines receive many letters from their readers. One of
the respondents estimates that the magazine receives 200 letters a
week, of which about two thirds concerned medical questions.

Pharmaceutical companies supply the journalists with informa-
tion and invitations. They send press releases and company maga-
zines; sometimes journalists are invited to a press conference or
congress. One respondent indicates that there is sometimes a form
of co-operation between a company and the magazine. A company
finances an enclosure about an illness or drug, or organizes a tele-
phone answering service. 

The questions and answers section is an important channel for
health-related information. For the selection of questions and the
answers the editors seek advice from physicians and medical spe-
cialists as experts. Some magazines have physicians on their staff.
Most experts were consulted on a regular basis because the jour-
nalist had good experiences with them: "If someone knows our maga-
zine, the way we work and the language we use it is very convenient to
consult him or her". One of the respondents indicated that it is
sometimes difficult to find an other expert because not all experts
are suitable as source of information.

All the respondents on occasion interviewed patients. These pa-
tients were found through patients’ organizations and letters
which the editors of the magazine receive. Sometimes a physician
was asked to approach a patient.

Pharmacists were mentioned by two of the four respondents as
a information source on medicines. Physicians were mentioned by
all the respondents.

The most important criterion for selection is the supposed inter-
est of the audience in the topic. The interest of the readers is
known by the editors from the letters they receive and by experi-
ence. Therefore some topics are discussed in the magazines on a
regular basis; contraceptives are for example discussed often, be-
cause ’new’ readers ask ’old’ questions. The topics for the question
and answer section and the articles were not only inspired by
these letters but also by the time of year. Examples of a season-re-
lated subjects are sun allergy or influenza. On the other hand,
some topics can not be discussed in summertime, for example life
threatening diseases, because the editors expect their readers to
read the magazine on holiday.
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6.5 DISCUSSION Discussion

Besides providing general information about health and illness,
family magazines indeed pay attention to information on

drugs. In the selection of topics to write about, the major concern
of the journalists is the interest of their readers. Family magazines
are targeted at women and are read by far more women than men.
It therefore seems logical that the drugs most often discussed are
gynecological products. Oral contraceptives, belonging to this
category, are used by approximately 1,4 million women in the
Netherlands [21]. The attention paid to tranquilizers is also related
to the consumption of these drugs. Approximately 12% of the
women used tranquilizers according to a study done in 1987 [22].
Cardiovascular drugs were used by 9% of the women [23], but
these drugs are not often discussed in family magazines. Homeo-
pathic drugs are more often discussed in the articles than in the
question and answer section; this is in contrast with the other ma-
jor ATC main groups. This might be due to the fact that physicians
play a significant role as adviser or editor of this section. 

The kind of information given about drugs is limited. Only a
part of the publications pay attention to the side effects of a drug
therapy. This is also found in the American study of Chrisler and
Levy (1990) who studied information on premenstrual syndrome
in magazines [24]. On the other hand, in one third of the publica-
tions the reader is advised to consult a physician. Physicians state
that indeed once a new drug is discussed in the mass media they
do get more questions [12]. Elie studied the effect of mass media
publicity about medical subjects on consultation behavior at physi-
cians; she found little effect on the frequency of the presenting
complaints, in general. However, mass media publicity about new
cures did cause a significant increase in the frequency of the pres-
entation of the complaint relating to that therapy [25]. Health pro-
fessionals confronted with patients asking questions about drugs
in response to publications in family magazines should realize that
the patient knows the name of a drug but is seldom informed
about other aspects of the therapy, such as side effects. Negative
aspects of drug use receive little attention in the family magazines. 

According to a Dutch consumer organization the magazines
sometimes advise the use of a brand drug. The organization sus-
pects the influence for the pharmaceutical industry here and in
fact considers this as a form of masked advertising [26]. In this
study a brand name was found in a limited number of publica-
tions, proportionally homeopathic drugs were most frequently
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cited by brand name. It is interesting to notice that OTC products
are more frequently cited by brand name than prescription drugs.
A physician attached to a family magazines expressed disapproval
of the use of brand names in a family magazine [27].  Group and
functional names were most often used to point to a drug. These
names are more clear to the readers of the magazine than a brand
or generic names. 

The idea sources of the journalists working on family magazines
are quite different from the sources used by newspaper journalists.
Newspaper journalists focus on the scientific and medical litera-
ture to search for news items [28], while journalists working on
family magazines are more interested in items that are directly
useful or applicable for their readers and are therefore guided by
letters from their readers and ideas from other mass media chan-
nels. Nevertheless the agendas agree. This partly determined by
the important role newspapers play as source of ideas for journal-
ists working on family magazines. The drugs most frequently dis-
cussed in the family magazines are also the groups of drugs most
frequently discussed in the newspapers. 

In general, physicians and other medical experts do play a ma-
jor role as sources of information on drugs whereas newspaper
journalists’ major sources of information are the scientific and
medical literature and personal contacts with researchers [28]. In
contrast to journalists working for daily newspapers, journalists
working at family magazines prefer to use the same experts on
several occasions. The pharmacist is, however, seldom asked for
advice by journalists.

Sometimes a magazine co-operates with a pharmaceutical com-
pany. A company may finance an enclosure about a disease or
group of drugs. Physicians and pharmacists in the Netherlands
sometimes receive mailings from pharmaceutical companies to
draw their attention to publications in family magazine [29]. Physi-
cians are in this way prepared to answer questions from patients
[30] and pharmacists can buy the drug in advance so they have
enough of it in stock [31]. 

In conclusion we can say that different kinds of drugs are dis-
cussed in the family magazines. The choice of topics is directly re-
lated to the interest of the readers, much attention is paid to
gynecological drugs. The information given about drugs is limited.
Side effects for example are note frequently discussed. In the pro-
vision of information physicians and medical specialists play an
important role. There is, however, until now no role for the phar-
macist as source of information on medicines in family magazines.
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