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More is known today about achieving and maintaining 
good health than ever before. Life expectancy is at an 
all-time high, and although there is still much room for 
improvement, health-related accomplishments have 
exceeded the fondest dreams of past visionaries. In 
1890, when life expectancy at birth was 37 years, the 
imaginative Jules Verne predicted that in 1000 years 
it would reach 58! In fact, it has doubled to more than 
74 years in less than a century. This progress has been 
partly due to a safer environment that includes cleaner 
water, safer food, and better living space. Yet we hear 
plenty of news about the environment that worries us. 
Preventive and therapeutic medical care have advanced 
tremendously, yet we worry about the risks associated 
with immunization, cancer therapies, prescription drugs, 
surgery, and many other methods of treatment. How can 
we resolve our concerns and reap the benefits of modern 
scientific discoveries? The key is to become informed 
consumers.
 Health consumers are not a special class of citi-
zen. Rather, we are people who must make decisions 
about purchasing or using products for health main-
tenance, enhancement, or protection or for physical 
transformation.
 The challenges involved are enormous. The health 
marketplace—the world of commercial activity for 
health-related products and services—is complex 
and dynamic. Health concerns can be overwhelming, 
especially for people confronted with medical crises. 
Science-based health care can provide tremendous 
benefits, but it can often do harm, even when delivered 
responsibly. Quackery is far more pervasive than most 
people realize. Health-care costs continue to rise rapidly 
despite numerous reform efforts. The rapidly growing 
older adult population faces a bewildering array of 
choices and obstacles for obtaining and paying for ap-
propriate health care. It can also be difficult to determine 
what health care actually costs and to shop for the best 
prices.
 Government and private agencies protect consumer 
rights in some ways, but not others. The health-care in-
dustry is accountable to consumers to some extent, but 
quality is often elusive and abuses persist. Some scams 

are even facilitated by legislation and government poli-
cies. In addition, many people lack access to adequate 
health care because of cultural, transportation, language, 
and economic barriers.
 Consumer advocacy calls for justice and fair play 
in the marketplace. Yet many self-appointed “consumer 
advocates” do not act in the public’s interest. Although 
some are sincere and make a contribution, others use 
their role to engage in irrational business bashing or act 
from motives of personal aggrandizement. Occasion-
ally, business trade associations even pose as “consumer 
groups” and seek self-serving legislation.
 Consumer Health offers a panoramic view of the 
health marketplace. It explains and supports the scientific 
methods that are essential for validating claims about 
how products and services affect health. Its topics range 
from dental health to mental health, from prenatal care to 
services for older adults, from the home medicine cabinet 
to hospitals, from bodybuilding to body disposition after 
death, from acupuncture to zinc, from stimulants to sleep 
aids, from hair care to foot care, and from health care 
plans to dietary plans. This book can help you to:

  • Avoid wasting money on unnecessary, ineffective, or unsafe 
products and services

 • Take care of yourself and minimize your need to spend 
money on health products and services

  • Choose appropriate health products and services to meet 
your needs

  • Get the most value out of your health dollars
  • Optimize benefits from encounters with health-care provid-

ers and facilities while minimizing the potential for harm
  • Assert and protect your rights
  • Set reasonable expectations for what health care can do
  • Evaluate how political issues affect access to health-related 

innovations and accountability of marketers

 The key to intelligent decision-making is to use 
relevant and reliable sources of information. Consumer 
Health is both an introductory text and a reference book 
on the opportunities and pitfalls of the health market-
place. The various chapters offer hundreds of practical 
tips; the Appendix provides a comprehensive list of 
trustworthy sources. You will get the most out of the book 
by using the detailed index to search for information 
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and the glossary for definitions of terms that might be 
unfamiliar.
  We also operate many Web sites that can supplement 
your coursework. Consumer Health Sourcebook (www.
chsourcebook.com) provides chapter updates and hyper-
links to reliable online sources. It also links to Consumer 
Health Digest, a free weekly e-mail report of relevant 
news. Internet Health Pilot (www.ihealthpilot.org/) is 
a gateway to reliable online information. Quackwatch 
(www.quackwatch.org) is a comprehensive guide to 
quackery and health fraud. Its subsidiaries include Acu-
watch (acupuncture guide), Autism Watch, Cancer Treat-
ment Watch, Casewatch (relevant legal cases), Chelation 

Watch, Chirobase (chiropractic), Credential Watch, 
Dental Watch, Device Watch (health devices), Diet Scam 
Watch, Homeowatch (homeopathy), Infomercial Watch, 
Mental Health Watch, MLM Watch (multilevel market-
ers), Naturowatch (naturopathy), Nutriwatch (guide to 
sensible nutrition), and Pharmwatch.  All of these sites 
are accessible free of charge. Visiting them is a good 
way to enhance your learning experience.

   Stephen Barrett, MD
   William M. London, EdD, MPH
   Robert S. Baratz, MD, DDS, PhD
   Manfred Kroger, PhD
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Consumers regularly must confront the complicated and 
confusing health marketplace where caveat emptor (let 
the buyer beware) is the dominant philosophy. The rapid 
expansion of medical science has created innumerable 
new health products and services. Many of these receive 
considerable publicity before they have been adequately 
subjected to scientific study.
 Consumers often have difficulty in making intelli-
gent decisions about products and services that are use-
less, worthless, or hazardous. Quacks, pseudoscientists, 
many advertisers, many journalists, and a multitude 
of well-intentioned promoters spread vast amounts of 
misinformation. Fraud and deception are rampant. Con-
sumers are bilked out of billions of dollars each year, 
and many suffer loss of health as well. Unfortunately, 
government and community agencies provide far less 
protection than most people realize. Navigating the le-
gitimate avenues of the health marketplace can also be 
difficult and complex.
 Consumers who wish to protect their health and their 
pocketbooks therefore must shop with great care. They 
must become accurately informed. They must learn how 
to identify and use reliable sources of information. They 
must accept responsibility and speak out when they are 
victims of fraud and deception. They must raise objec-
tions to dubious products and services and report them 
to the appropriate regulatory agencies.

Goal for This Revision
This eighth edition of Consumer Health continues to 
emphasize the economic aspects of health and the social 
and psychologic factors that influence consumer choices. 
As with previous editions, the bookõs fundamental pur-
pose is to provide science-based facts and guidelines to 
enable consumers to select health products and services 
intelligently. Its data have been selected from thousands 
of reliable reports in books, scientific journals, and other 
periodicals, as well as original investigations done by the 
book’s authors. Readers will find the information use-
ful in applying the caveat vendor (let the seller beware) 
concept to the health marketplace.
 The underlying principles of consumer health were 
identified in the Consumer Bill of Rights promulgated 
by President John F. Kennedy and have guided the de-

velopment of this textbook. President Kennedy declared 
that consumers have the right to purchase safe products 
and services, to be correctly informed, to freely choose 
products and services, and to be heard by the government 
and others when injustices occur. We strongly support 
consumer awareness and advocacy of these rights.

Intended Audience
Consumer Health can be helpful to teachers, health 
educators, health professionals, and the general public. 
It can be used as a basic text or for supplementary read-
ing in courses such as consumer health, community 
health, health education, consumer education, sociology, 
psychology, home economics, social welfare, and busi-
ness. School districts will find Consumer Health useful 
as a reference for teachers and students, as well as an 
aid in curriculum development. Professional health-
care providers can use this text to prepare for public 
presentations and can make it available in their offices 
for perusal by clients.

Timeliness of References
Every topic in this book has been carefully researched. 
In most cases, the more than 1600 cited references repre-
sent the latest authoritative information we could locate. 
Some references may appear outdated because they are 
5 to 10 years old. Unless otherwise stated, however, we 
believe these still reflect the current marketplace. Refer-
ences more than 10 years old are included for historical 
reasons or because they provide insights that are still 
timely. Some reports published long ago are the only 
ones we can find that address important concepts.
 Chapter 1 provides information on how to read cita-
tions and locate references. Those that may be especially 
useful for students seeking additional information are 
listed with boldface numbers. When citing material on 
Web sites, we report the  publication date when the site 
identifies it. When no date is posted, we report when we 
last accessed the page. 

Features
All features from the seventh edition have been retained. 
Many chapters contain vignettes (“Personal Glimpses”) 
to stimulate reader interest and “Consumer Tip” boxes 
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that emphasize key points. Many checklists and “It’s 
Your Decision” boxes reflect “real-life” decisions that 
readers may face. The “Key Concepts” box at the be-
ginning of each chapter states what we believe are the 
most important lessons to be learned from the chapter 
material. Extensive searching of the scientific literature 
and personal investigation by the authors have provided 
information to update the contents of this edition.
 The most important feature of this edition is its 
integration with the Internet. The Internet section of 
Chapter 2 has been expanded. The “References” section 
of Consumer Health Sourcebook (www.chsourcebook.
com) provides links to many full-text articles and to 
abstracts of most of the journal articles. Suggestions for 
course objectives, teaching/learning activities, a sample 
course outline, and links to hundreds of organizations 
that provide reliable information are also posted.
 Students and instructors are welcome to subscribe 
to Consumer Health  Digest, a free weekly e-mail news-
letter edited by Dr. Barrett with help from Dr. London. 
(To subscribe, see www.ncahf.org/digest/chd.html.) 
Relevant new items will also be posted in Consumer 
Health Sourcebook’s “Chapter Update” section.

New Information
New material has been added on “alternative” and 
“complementary” health care, dietary supplements, fad 
diets, herbs, magnetic products, dubious cancer treat-
ments, questionable mental help procedures, safety 
measures, indoor air quality, and dubious diet products. 
The additions reflect an explosion of media interest in 
these topics, plus new information made available by 
investigative reporters. The nutrition and cardiovascular 
disease chapters have been revised to incorporate the 
latest dietary and cholesterol-control guidelines. Other 
new topics include umbilical cord blood banking, help 
for erectile dysfunction, tattoos, body piercing, and 
dubious sexual enhancement products.

Organization
As in the seventh edition, the text is broadly divided 
into six parts:
 Dynamics of the Health Marketplace focuses on past 
and present problems. After defining the major consumer 
health issues, it discusses how the scientific method is 
used to determine medical truths, how consumers can 
separate fact from fiction, how frauds and quackery can 
be identified, and how advertising and other marketing 
activities influence consumer decisions.
 Health-Care Approaches covers basic medical 
care, the services of many types of science-based and 

“alternative” practitioners, self-care, and health-care 
facilities.  The self-care chapter has been shortened but 
made more relevant for a young-adult audience.
 Nutrition and Fitness integrates what consumers 
need to know about the extremely important topics 
of nutrition, weight control, and exercise. Its chapters 
provide the necessary tools for distinguishing between 
science-based methods and fads, fallacies, and scams.
 Major Health Problems covers three of the leading 
causes of death and disability in our society: cardiovas-
cular diseas, cancer, and HIV/AIDS. The former chapter 
about arthritis has been eliminated, with some of its 
content incorporated into other chapters
 Other Products and Services covers a myriad of 
other subjects that affect most, if not all, consumers. 
These include drug products, skin care and image en-
hancement. contraceptive methods, vision and hearing 
aids, and other devices. 
 Protection of the Consumer focuses on legal and 
economic issues involved in protecting consumers. 
These include death-related issues, health insurance, 
other economic issues, consumer-protection laws and 
agencies, and strategies for intelligent consumers.  
 The Appendix provides comprehensive lists of agen-
cies and organizations that offer reliable information. 
The Consumer Health Sourcebook Web site links to 
most of them.
 The Glossary continues to include many useful items 
not discussed elsewhere in the book. 
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