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Health Action International (HAI) is an independent, global network, working to increase access to essential medicines 

and improve their rational use through research excellence and evidence-based advocacy. 

This document arises from the Developing Rational Use of Medicines in Europe project, which has received funding from the European Union, in the framework of the Health programme 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Best Practices for Medicines 
Information in Europe 
26 May 2009 

Background 

Examples of good practice exist among the many stakeholders involved in providing 

health information in Europe. There is room for improvement, and a need to empower 

people who are confronted with a growing and increasingly overwhelming amount of 

‘information’. However, declaring that a “Patient Information Deprivation Syndrome” 

exists in the European Union is simply not true. Readily accessible sources, adapted to 

the different national or regional contexts are available, offering patients and 

consumers relevant information to make informed choices.  

Article 152 of the Treaty dictates that the European Commission has a role to play in 

assuring the public health of its citizens. But all actors involved in the healthcare 

system of each Member State can also play a complementary role in contributing to 

education and information about medicines.  

Information from Health authorities: Ministries of Health and related institutions 

At the EU Member State level, the national health authorities conduct education and 

information campaigns, both directly through their central and regional services and 

websites, and also through other publicly funded institutions. Themes include the major 

public health questions: nutrition, vaccinations, smoking cessation, correct use of drugs 

such as antibiotics, preventing the misuse of drugs such as hypnotics, epidemic 

situations, etc. In addition, other government bodies provide specific public information 

on drugs, for example those that may affect driver vigilance. Other examples from 

outside Europe confirm the importance of the potential role of health authorities in 

providing education and information. 

Information from Medical products agencies: European and national 

These agencies, which are mainly funded by pharmaceutical companies by way of fees 

for the authorisation process of new medicines, generally focus on drug authorisation 

and post-marketing surveillance and rarely produce health information. They provide 

statutory technical information on drugs (summary of product characteristics (SPCs), 

and the patient information leaflet), and some evaluation reports, which can be useful 

when not too deeply influenced by their clients. Medical products agencies rarely 

provide comparative information, which assists patients and health professionals in 

choosing between treatment options. 

Nevertheless, some agencies produce recommendations for the public. When 

medicines agencies follow transparency rules concerning the underlying reasons for 

their decisions (as required by the present European legislative framework, but not yet 

fully implemented), they also provide original information that, although non-

comparative, is relevant to the public, notably for pharmacovigilance measures. 

Information from Healthcare assessment agencies 

Healthcare assessment agencies, which are usually publicly funded, are in charge of 

evaluating new and existing therapies, and preventive treatments in order to prepare 

evidence-based political and financial decisions on reimbursement. 
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The information they generate may be useful for patients, and in some cases, it is presented in 

an appropriate format for the public. 

Information from Healthcare providers (Payers) 

Some healthcare providers disseminate information on the rational use of drugs to their clients 

in the form of leaflets, training, or web-based resources. Some also conduct information and 

disease management campaigns and collaborate with health authorities and health 

professionals associations to distribute patient-oriented information. Some payers organisations 

have long experience in providing information to patients and citizens at national, regional and 

local level. 

Information from Healthcare professionals: doctors, pharmacists and others 

In addition to the information and advice they convey in their everyday practice, some 

healthcare professionals determined to avoid pharmaceutical companies influence produce a 

variety of independent patient-oriented information in the form of printed and/or electronic 

bulletins and journals. Other formats include leaflets and brochures dealing with particular 

health issues. 

Healthcare professionals in some countries have also opened permanent information centres, 

and some centres even help to train patients on how to select information sources. Others 

organise training sessions for schoolchildren on matters like generic medicines, communicable 

diseases such as influenza, etc. Information campaigns on the rational use of drugs are also 

regularly organised by healthcare professionals. 

Information from Consumer organisations: European, national and regional 

Most consumer organisations include sections on health issues in their publications. They 

produce special issues on health and medicines, or specific publications or websites on health 

matters offering advice and guidelines. Some organisations are specifically oriented towards 

the rational use of drugs, side effects of drugs (identification and prevention), and patients’ 

experiences, amongst others. 

Information from Patients’ associations 

By way of number and proximity to patients and citizens, patients associations generate large 

amounts of health and disease information. They play an important role in transferring 

knowledge and life skill experiences, particularly on chronic diseases (how to live with diseases 

and/or disabilities in the short- or long-term, either as an individual or in the family).  

Pharmaceutical companies consider patients associations to be an excellent means of 

communicating commercial messages to patients, and of strengthening political pressure. 

Nevertheless, independent patients associations, having clear guidelines and mechanisms to 

avoid conflicts of interests, do produce high quality health information and conduct useful 

information campaigns. 

Information from Pharmaceutical companies 

The role of pharmaceutical companies in relation to patient information should remain strictly 

limited due to an unavoidable conflict of interest, which cannot give credibility to their 

recommendations on treatment choice. However, pharmaceutical companies must by law 

provide well-labeled medicines and a patient information leaflet included with the medicines 

packaging. The leaflet content must be accurate, and readable by patients, and Directive 

2004/27/CE requires leaflet evaluation by patients.  
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When companies develop informative packaging and relevant patient information leaflets, this 

may contribute to the improved use of medicines and to the prevention of medication errors. 

There is indeed room for improvement but some examples show the way. Companies can also 

provide full public access to the results of studies they have sponsored, helping to improve the 

scientific basis for treatment decisions. 

This policy briefing is based on the Joint Declaration on Relevant Health Information for 

Empowered Citizens (2006). 

For more information about the HAI Europe campaign on Unbiased medicines information, 

please contact Teresa Alves: teresa@haiweb.org 

 

 


