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MEDICINE AND THE MEDIA 

Look After Your Heart International 
Conference, London. 

Make 'em laugh 

Dr Alan Blum knows the value of 
making people laugh. At the Look 
Af[C!' Your Hearl 1991 international 

conference in London last week he had 300 
delegates from 22 countries smiling, chuck­
ling, and ,tben roaring for more. But his 
humour had a serious message. Health 
campaigners should shift their attention away 
from smokers on to the people who make and 
market cigarettes. Using satire and ridicule, 
he intends to "laugh the pushers out of 
town." 

Since setting up DOC (Doctors Ought to 
Care) in 1987 Dr Blum has been making 
people laugh at the expense of the tobacco 
industry at meetings across America and now 
across the Atlantic. His highly polished act 
has become an essential part of any conference 
on smoking and health. 

Despite sharing a platform with the chair­
man of the Health Education Authority, Sir 
Donald Maitland, and the coordinator of the 
American Pawtucket Heart Health pro-

has recently become affiliated to a pressure 
group in Britain called Doctors for the 
Tobacco Law, and Dr Blum hopes that 
satirical counteradvertisements will soon be 
appearing in the United Kingdom. 

The voluntary agreements on tobacco 
advertising on television were not working, 
he said, and government ministers who 
defend them were "wilfully ignorant of 
reality." Tobacco companies adcnitted to 
sponsoring 3000 separate sporting events in 
the United States last year, and each weekend 
American television transcnits eight to 12 
hours of sport that advertises tobacco, he 
said. DOC has offered free psychological 
counselling to all tobacco company execu­
tives. The offer has been refused. 

The idea that there is no advertising for 
tobacco on television is just one of the myths 
surrounding cigarettes that Dr Blum wants 
to explode. Another is that cigarette con-

BMJ VOLUME 303 28 SEPTEMBER 1991 

gramme, Dr Craig Lefebvre (who had earlier 
reported the success of his community based 
project), Dr Blum, a family physician in 
Texas, admitted to having little faith _in 
health education campaigns. He likened 
current antismoking campaigns to spraying 
the room of a malaria victim with DDT. 
"There are no quit clinics- for malaria," he 
said. "Smoking is. a parasitic disease. We 
should find the host species and the parasite 
that lives in it and drain the swamps." 

He believes that there is little point in 
lecturing people about their health. Tobacco 
advertisers have recognised that health comes 
a poor second to looks, sex, and money in 
young people's list of priorities. Preaching, 
pamphleteering, and putting warrung signs 
on advertisments are, he believes, ineffective 
when pitched against the financial might and 
media skills of the tobacco industry. "Health 
educators are \OO nice," he said. "It's time to 
take off the gl~wes and fight"; we should use 
the tobacco industry's own favourite tools­
"magazine ad,, billboards, and TV." 

Four years after l,uying i1s first piece of 
advertising space, on a billboard outside the 
offices of Marlboro in Texas, DOC has grown 
from a small group of doctors into a national 
network with 8000 members in the United 
States and growing links around the world. It 

sumption is falling. This may be true for high 
earning Americans, he said, but smoking is 
on the increase among women and ethnic 
minorities in the United States and among 
people in eastern Europe, where tobacco 
companies are already finding fresh harvests 
of young people. We had heard earlier from 
Dr John Roberts of the World Health 
Organisation's tobacco and health pro­
gramme that the new clock in the Lithuanian 
capital, Vilnius, was donated by Marlboro. 

Dr Blum's ire extends to the pharrtia­
ceutical and chemical companies that supply 
flavouring for cigarettes, pesticides and 
fertilisers for tobacco growers, and cello­
phane for wrappings, and to newspapers and 
magazines which are, he said, "in bed with 
the tobacco industry." Time magazine, which 
is widely circulated to schools in America, 
advertises its own advertising space as suit­
able for promoting tobacco. 

«Htalllt tdiu:alilrf are too nict. !l's tim1 IO tau off tlu 
11avts artd fight." 

Dr Blum, recently appointed as news 
editor of the BMJ publishing group's new 
journal Tobacco Control (see p 739), is an 
unashamed and successful media manipu­
lator. The delegates, boosted by the injection 
of humour, flocked up to the podium after his 
talk and left with fistfuls of stickers. One of 
these, designed to be slapped on the cover of 
offending magazines, sports a well known 
brand image embedded in a no smoking sign 
and reads: "Manyoftheads in this publication 
are cnisleading, deceptive and/or a rip off. 
For example, smoking does not make one 
glamorous, macho, successful, or athletic. It 
does make one sick, poor and dead."-FIONA 
GODLEE,BMJ 

Contact addresses: DOC (Doctors Ough1 to Care), 
5510 Greenbriar, Suite 235, Howton, TX 77005, USA; 
Doc1ors for the tobacco Law, c/o Professor John Moxham, 
British Thoracic Socucy, I St Andrews Place, London 
NW/ 4LB, 071486 7766. 
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