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Introduction 

 
Welcome to this Special Issue of EuroScientist on:  

Health Policy! 

Welcome to this special issue of EuroScientist focusing on Health Policy, particularly on prevention of chronic 
diseases. 

The shift towards prevention or wellness has now been operated a few years ago into health policy. Particularly in the 
field of chronic diseases, which is the focus of our independent coverage in this issue and of a campaign orchestrated 
by the REIsearch project.  This has led to a number of policy experiments over time. As yet, there is no magic bullet to 
entice people to try and take greater care of their health. 

It appears that a combination of voluntary actions by citizens, with prevention campaigns from interested groups, and 
regulations can help. But too much of any of these ingredients may affect the fragile dynamic between them. 

You will discover many examples of health policies aimed at prevention in the articles below as well as opinions on 
how to best go about preventing chronic diseases. We invite you to comment on these articles and to share your 
views. 

The EuroScientist team 

 
 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://www.euroscientist.com/theme/REIsearch/
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Editorial 

 

Human nature thwarts wellness 

By Sabine Louët  

Adopting new approaches to prevent us from contracting chronic diseases is not 
just a personal challenge 

As Easter is looming, some of us already know that eating large amounts of chocolate eggs will be too much of a 
temptation to resist. Yet, we all intuitively know that too much sugar or chocolate or anything else like processed 
food, is not exactly healthy. Worse, we probably tell others around us—i.e. children, among others—that this over 
indulgence is not the way to go. Yet, throughout the year we indulge in even more of these foods, not even under 
any particular pretext. 

This Easter chocolate binge is symptomatic of our approach to health. And to preventing chronic diseases that may 
affect us later in life. Until we actually see the damage done, we are not going to change. And even then, the way in 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://www.euroscientist.com/sweet-tooth-countering-one-lethal-addictions/
http://www.euroscientist.com/transfats-health-time-bomb-by-regulatory-omission/
http://www.euroscientist.com/transfats-health-time-bomb-by-regulatory-omission/
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which the message is delivered also matters, if we want to alter our dietary habits. Indeed, some public health experts 
have suggested harnessing behavioural sciences, and experimenting with so-called nudging approaches. 

Clearly, we are our own worst enemies, when it comes to keeping ourselves in good health and taking preventative 
steps. The trouble is that only multiple approaches can help. It is partly down to individual change of behaviour, 
against human nature. But it is also down to the way food manufacturers inform customers about the content of 
their products. State-level regulations could also have a role to play to limit excessive intake of sugar or trans-fats. 
This, in turn, could trigger reactions from individuals, who feel that they are under the influence of a nanny state. 

The lack of a magic bullet does not lessen the need to find solutions to prevent people from contracting chronic 
diseases. It does, however, call for greater granularity in understanding why individuals act the way they do. And 
sometimes this level of clarity can only be gained from analysing hard data, which will make it possible to deduct our 
health status. 

Greater visibility over our personal state of health could therefore come from measuring relevant indicators more 
systematically. This is where wearable technology comes into play. But this could only begin to constitute a valuable 
prevention tool, if adequate precautions are put in place to take into account human nature’s need to protect its 
privacy. Otherwise, some may decide that, on balance, preserving their right to privacy is more important than 
adopting preventive  steps to protect their health. 

 

Sabine Louët 

 

Photo credit: cigdem via Shutterstock. 

 

EuroScientist is now available on a pay-it-forward basis. 

This means that the content currently available on our web site has been paid for by some generous supporters before 
you. Now that you have enjoyed reading our articles, you are kindly invited to share the enjoyment by paying for the 
next readers. 

 

 

 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://www.euroscientist.com/alemanno-podcast-chronic-diseases/
http://www.euroscientist.com/new-ethical-and-regulatory-questions-over-wearable-technology-in-the-workplace/
http://www.shutterstock.com/pic.mhtml?id=283091183&src=lb-41702234
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Interviews 

 

Alberto Alemanno: Chronic diseases are preventable 

By Alberto Alemanno 

Combining traditional ‘command and control’ instruments with nudging will help 
prevent the rise of chronic diseases 

 

The best way to tackle the rise of chronic diseases and the challenges they pose to health systems worldwide is that 
authorities make use of a regulatory mix, according to Alberto Alemanno, professor of law at French business school 
HEC Paris, and global clinical professor at NYU School of Law, NY, USA. What are also known as non-communicable 
diseases (NCD) can therefore be tackled by applying a set of different policy interventions ranging from more 
traditional ‘command and control’ instruments–such as taxation, restrictions and banning, all the way to education-
based approaches–to more innovative and unconventional approaches, such as nudging, a field in which Alemanno 
has a particular expertise. 

Nudges are forms of intervention that can “steer the opinion of our citizens by changing the environment of choice 
but not limiting the freedom to choose,” as Alemanno puts it. A good example of it is reducing the size of dishes or 
relying on peer pressure. This means subtly inducing a choice for citizens. Indeed, neither of the two strategies cited, 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://www.euroscientist.com/nudge-towards-effective-harm-reduction/
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really restrains individuals’ freedom, be it to eat more food or to go less to the gym. Yet, “these are interventions 
that empower the consumers”, notes Alemanno. 

NCDs are rising in every country but the “good news”, Alemanno says, is that they are preventable by adopting 
healthy habits. He believes authorities should encourage them by wisely combining different regulatory approaches. 
For example, “tobacco control has been one good example of combining different policy interventions”, says 
Alemanno. By means of taxation, product presentation, warnings, information schemes on tobacco, it has been 
possible to finally “change the social norm, the acceptance of the product in society”. 

Regulators can also rely on labelling, a system “deferential to [the] market,” as Alemanno puts it. But this relies on 
the assumption that the consumer will read and understand the label, and that it will act in consequence. “But 
researches show that this is not true,, he warns. However, labelling might have a more subtle positive effect: “it might 
lead manufacturers to reformulate their products,” as was the case with some food whose improved health benefits 
can be used for promotional activities. 

Finally, Alemanno thinks that one way to convince policy makers of the strategic importance of regulating chronic 
diseases is by “making an economic case,” meaning mentioning the enormous financial impact that chronic diseases 
will have on national incomes. This will make it easier for health ministers “to be heard or at least speak the same 
language as most of the governments today”. 

 

Photo credit: Alberto Alemanno 
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Interviews 

 

June Andrews: Policy support for dementia needs to be 

adequate 

By Luca Tancredi Barone 

Technology can help people with dementia as long as governments provide the 
right framework to support people’s right and responsibilities 

“Technology offers wonderful opportunities for people with dementia,” June Andrews tells Euroscientist, “because 
dementias are conditions where people can’t look after themselves as well as they used to.” She adds: “technological 
advances mean that some of the things that they used to be able to do can be taken over by machines.” According 
to the WHO, about 50 million people suffer from dementia worldwide today, with about 8 million new cases every 
year. As the director of the University of Stirling’s Dementia Services Development Centre, Andrews has been named 
as one of the top 100 most influential clinicians in the UK. And she is also one of the 50 most inspirational women in 
the UK National Health Service. 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://juneandrews.net/
http://dementia.stir.ac.uk/
http://dementiares.stir.ac.uk/2013/06/19/professor-june-andrews-named-in-the-health-service-journal-list-of-the-100-most-influential-clinicians-in-england/
http://www.hsj.co.uk/Journals/2013/07/17/r/t/a/HSJINSPIRATIONALWOMEN_130719.pdf
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To people who are afraid that technology will be used to replace human contact, which is expensive, she has a sharp 
answer: “Using machines in the right place means that people can spend time doing things that only people can do: 
having a conversation, being supportive, give you a hug and listen to you.” 

Inventors developing solutions to support people affected by dementia seem to think that memory loss is the main 
problem. But people with dementia “very rarely say that memory is their biggest problem,” explains this former 
nurse. “Quite often they say that their problems are the difficulties in judging things, in working things out and in 
doing the things they used to do.” 

Innovators supporting such patients are also working on technology based on the internet of things. For instance, 
they help people in finding lost items, such as glasses or a wallet. “The business of being able to locate things that 
you have lost is something that every teenager or every busy working person would want as well as a person with 
dementia,” notes Andrews jokingly. “I’m always very excited by new technology, but sometimes I’m even more 
excited by the simple technology or the simple use of technology we already have,” she concludes. 

Ethics of consent 

The use of technology as part of the care of dementia patients also poses some worrying ethical dilemmas. 
“Deprivation of liberty is a serious issue,” Andrews points out. She adds: “People with dementia have things done to 
them, which are said to be done for their safety – ‘we lock the door so mother will not go to the road and be knocked 
down by a car,” she explains. “Sometimes people find that if I give you a locator to wear, it’s like tagging you as a 
criminal. Other people might think: it gives me freedom, because I can go everywhere I like and my family does not 
have to worry because they are going to be able to find me. In many cases, people with dementia say: oh well, she 
can’t agree, she is not in a position to make that decision for herself. The consent of the person is always very 
important,” she concludes. 

Policy changes 

People with dementia and their caretakers have rights and responsibilities in ensuring that dementia patients get 
access to suitable support. However, citizens don’t operate in a vacuum. The State has their own duty of care. 

First, Andrews believes, governments are responsible for implementing policies to educate their citizens around this 
illness. Indeed, education is necessary so that people caring for patients with dementia take on the responsibility to 
recognise the stage of the disease to ensure best possible care. “It is important that families and individual know how 
to recognise when dementia is starting to be a problem for them,” she explains. And the reason is simple: early 
medication can slow down the inevitable decline that goes faster without adequate help. 

Andrews also has strong views on how health policy changes can improve the situation of people with dementia. 
“The second really important policy decision that every country should make, is to make it clear to people to what 
extent the State is going to be able to assist you with your problem.” In many countries, like Scotland where she lives, 
if you are diagnosed with cancer you don’t have to pay anything. But if you are diagnosed with dementia, you might 
have to sell your house to pay for your care. “The State has to make it clear to people if they have to make financial 
provisions well in advance.” 

Finally, the third aspect of policy change is linked to taking into account the perspective of women, who are key 
actors. “From research we have done recently, it’s quite clear – admittedly it is a small research, more research needs 
to be done – that men and women have quite different views about dementia,” she says. She believes that it would 
be very important that the state made sure that it wasn’t a group of men making the decisions: a male health minister, 
with men government officials, with male heads of advocacy organisations. Indeed, in her view, States have to be 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://dementia.stir.ac.uk/ideas/big-ask
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aware that dementia is a women’s issue: “more women are affected, more women are family carers, and more 
women are employed in the sometimes low-waged, low-esteemed jobs, which are the paid carer posts.” 

 

Luca Tancredi Barone 

Luca is an Italian science journalist based in Barcelona, Spain. He has extensive experience working for magazines, 
newspapers and radio. He also currently works in the communication team of the Institute for Research in 
BIomedicine. He writes for different media in English, Spanish and Italian. 
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Chronic diseases prevention 

 

 

Sweet tooth: countering one of our most lethal addictions 

By Arran Frood  

Policy makers take on the politics of sugar 

Europe has just published on 23 February 2016 its Roadmap for Action on Food Product improvement. It caters for 
public private partnership in food reformulations and fixes some objectives on reducing the use of key ingredients 
such as sugar, as well as salt and saturated fats. Published during a two-day conference hosted by the Dutch EU 
presidency, it is reportedly endorsed by Member States, health organisations and, crucially, food industry operators. 

This initiative is the latest in a long series to address Europe’s worsening obesity crisis. Europe’s post-war affluence 
has transformed the region from reaping the fat of the land, to being the land of the fat. Estimates from the latest 
pan-European EuroStat data–which goes back to 2008–suggests more than half of the EU’s population is overweight 
or obese. According the World Health Organisation (WHO), a third of 11-year-olds in the region is overweight or 
obese. And this largesse is linked to conditions ranging from type 2 diabetes to cardiovascular disease and cancer. 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://agripress.be/_STUDIOEMMA_UPLOADS/downloads/roadmap.pdf
http://www.foodnavigator.com/Policy/Food-industry-backs-roadmap-for-EU-wide-reformulation
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Overweight_and_obesity_-_BMI_statistics
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/noncommunicable-diseases/obesity/data-and-statistics
https://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/health-topics/topics/obe/risks
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And there is a positive association between preference for food like sugar and the risk of becoming overweight or 
obese. The latest to show it, is the Europe-wide iFamily study, according to study coordinator Wolfgang Ahrens, an 
epidemiologist from the University of Bremen, Germany. The study follows a children’s cohort of 15,000 ten to fifteen 
year-olds. “Added sugar should be reduced as much as possible and I am in favour of regulations supporting this,” he 
says. 

Evil sugar? 

The new Roadmap includes measures such as a 10% reduction in added sugars to processed food by the end of 2020. 
This type of step-by-step voluntary journey is a well-trodden path. Typically, initial targets are diluted again and again 
by the time deadlines are met. This is the case of nutrition labelling for foodstuffs, included in the new food 
information to consumers regulations due to come into force from December 2016. 

In an open letter, the European consumer organisation BEUC stated that “reduction targets should be mandatory, 
measurable, be applied across all food categories [not just processed foods] and comply with WHO 
recommendations.” They note that their tests had revealed that some breakfast cereals contained more than 25 
grams of sugar per 100 grams of product. 

Pauline Constant of BEUC says the Roadmap includes many encouraging elements, including setting benchmarks for 
composition by product group and stronger monitoring of what the industry commits to improve food composition. 
“The Roadmap should nonetheless have been more ambitious to successfully cut our consumption of added sugars, 
salt and fat,” says Constant. “A study published this year in The Lancet found that to effectively cut energy intake, a 
40% target should apply.” 

But a voluntary reformulation program on its own will not turn around the obesity epidemic, says Oliver Huizinga of 
consumer advocacy group FoodWatch. “Sugary beverages, sweets and snacks have the highest profit margins, while 
fruit and vegetables are simply not profitable enough for the food industry. That’s why voluntary prevention 
measures will fail.” 

Taxing regulations 

Sugary foods are as addictive as they are tasty. That leaves many to believe that regulating them via taxation is the 
way forward. If people keep buying them, then at least there is extra revenue to spend on public health campaigns 
and to repair the damage. One of the few countries to successfully introduce such tax is Mexico. One year after its 
implementation in January 2014, soda sales were down 12% and sales of bottled water were up. 

Countries in Europe have also introduced legislation on limited scales. For example, Finland has long-standing taxes 
on confectionery and non-alcoholic beverages reintroduced in 2011. In 2012, France and Hungary introduced new 
laws. It is hard to gauge the results so far, particularly in France where the tax also applies to drinks with artificial 
sweeteners and low added levels of sugar. It is also worth noting that when a sugary drink tax was removed in 
Denmark, in 2013, consumption rose. 

Although the evidence of a link to reduction in obesity is disputed, many are pushing for an EU-wide tax or for 
individual national taxes. The trouble is that the EC sees taxation as an issue for countries to manage themselves. 
Taxation is primarily a matter of national competence “whether it is tax on fat or on soft drinks or other sugar-filled 
products,” says an EU spokesperson for Health and Food Safety. They add that regulations, such as those on 
nutritional labelling, are “to facilitate consumer understanding, on an objective and non-discriminatory manner.” 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://www.ifamilystudy.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/food/safety/labelling_nutrition/labelling_legislation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/food/safety/labelling_nutrition/labelling_legislation/index_en.htm
http://www.beuc.eu/publications/beuc-x-2016-015_beuc_manifesto_for_healthier_recipes_in_the_eu.pdf
http://www.beuc.eu/
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/landia/article/PIIS2213-8587%2815%2900477-5/abstracthttp:/www.thelancet.com/journals/landia/article/PIIS2213-8587%2815%2900477-5/abstract
https://www.foodwatch.org/en/homepage/
http://www.bmj.com/company/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/sugar-tax-mexico.pdf
http://www.wcrf.org/int/policy/nourishing-framework/use-economic-tools
http://www.senat.fr/rap/r13-399/r13-3997.html
http://nav.gov.hu/data/cms281407/53._fuzet___Nepegeszsegugyi_termekado__Neta___2013.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/news/2015/nov/03/obese-soda-sugar-tax-mexico
http://www.theguardian.com/news/2015/nov/03/obese-soda-sugar-tax-mexico
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2078233-without-a-sugar-tax-obesity-strategy-has-fat-chance-of-success/
http://ec.europa.eu/fisheries/documentation/publications/eu-new-fish-and-aquaculture-consumer-labels-pocket-guide_en.pdf
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Stop. Wait. Go. 

Action groups have so far, struggled to make an impact on the EU-policy making machine. “We have tried it with salt 
and totally failed due to the power of the food industry lobby,” says Graham MacGregor, chair of pressure group 
Action on Sugar. “And it is the same for sugar with the power of the sugar industry lobby in the EU.” 

MacGregor cites the example of the UK’s traffic light system for foods. Packets of processed foods contain levels of 
salt, sugar and fat against a colour code including red, orange or green for high, medium and low, respectively. It 
might be simplistic, but it provides consumers with an on-the-spot reference for each. It also highlights that some 
foods, such as breakfast cereals and so-called ‘healthy’ snack bars, actually have very high amounts of sugar. 

The EC does not like it. 

Following complaints, most loudly from Italian food companies, the EC is contemplating whether to take the UK to 
the European Courts of Justice over its traffic light labelling. 

The reason for such move, according to letter from the EC seen by Euroscientist, is that any national labelling scheme 
must “not create obstacles to the free movement of goods and should be compatible with the Treaty provisions on 
free movement of goods.” For instance, high fat foods such as Parmesan cheese will throw up too many red lights in 
UK shops. 

It sounds crazy, but an EC spokesperson confirmed that “the Commission needs to ensure that the developments of 
these schemes are compatible with the Internal Market rules and prevent unnecessary market fragmentation.” 

MacGregor, who is also professor of cardiovascular medicine at Queen Mary University of London, UK, says letters 
received from the EU Commissioner clearly state that trade is more important than people’s health. “The view of 
most NGOs in the UK is that Europe is completely dominated by [the food] industry,” he remarks. 

Industrial action 

Unsurprisingly, the food industry does not agree. “We do not think sugar contents should be regulated,” says Florence 
Ranson, communications director of FoodDrink Europe, an alliance of companies and associations for the food 
industry. “We believe in offering more options to consumers by proposing a wide variety of products with different 
levels of sugar contents.” 

FoodDrinkEurope advocates a balanced diet and a healthy lifestyle, according to Ranson. “There is no such thing as 
a ‘bad product’, there is room for every type of product in a daily diet, providing they are consumed in a balanced 
manner, in great variety and they are supported by a degree of physical exercise,” she notes. 

She adds that they are working on the formulation of many products and have officially supported the new food 
reformulation Roadmap. 

Others say that their products are essentially about bringing pleasure and enjoyment to people. “We support our 
member companies’ freedom to market their products in a flexible and responsible manner,” says Sabine Nafziger, 
secretary general and spokesperson for Caobisco, the Association of Chocolate, Biscuit and Confectionery Industries 
of Europe, Brussels, Belgium. 

Nanny state 

The industry view is shared by many people across society. Some believe it is too much of a ‘nanny state’ intervention 
to over-regulate proportions and dictate portion sizes. Particularly, when other factors such as lack of exercise, 
advertising to children and just the plentiful supply of historically relatively cheap food are also at play. 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
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“I do not believe that sugar is the ‘nutritional devil’ which is featured everywhere today. The real problem of our 
‘Western’ diet in my mind is just that we are eating too much,” says Véronique Braesco, former research director at 
the French national agricultural research institute INRA and currently head of the consultancy VAB nutrition. 

She adds that it is much easier–and less expensive–to think about a tax than to implement a real nutrition education 
and to build places for physical activity. “If I were convinced that sugar is THE [factor] responsible for the obesity 
epidemics, I would welcome any kind of regulation. I just do not think it’s the case.” 

Indeed, a European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) panel could not establish a correlation between high intake of 
sugars from solid foods–mainly added sugars–and weight gain. “But the Panel did find some evidence that high intake 
of added sugars in the form of sugar-sweetened beverages, such as carbonated soft drinks, might contribute to 
weight gain,” confirms an EFSA spokesperson. 

Sweetened policy 

Today, sugar remains a deeply political product. And the sugar over production issue does not help the debate. 

Individual EU Member States find themselves in the paradoxical situation whereby progress at European level is 
perceived as “too little, too late.” But if they strike out on their own, they may incur the wrath of the European Courts 
of Justice for hampering free circulation of goods. 

Meanwhile, it is all too easy to take a conspiratorial tone and attack the food industry. All industries deserve 
representation. In the case of food, there are no fewer–and probably more–than six umbrella associations defending 
the interests of hundreds of companies; from sugar farmers to refiners, to the firms that stuff it into our food. 

However, it is the degree to which EU politicians act on the industry’s words over those of independent scientists, 
which is the real issue. “It is about politicians listening to the evidence brought by science rather than the food 
industry,” says Saadia Noorani, international public health nutritionist for World Action on Salt & Health (WASH). 

So, the question remains: how to sweeten the science to make it more palatable for policy makers? 

 

Arran Frood 

Arran is currently a Freelance journalist for New Scientist, Nature, BBC Online, Focus, Euroscientist.com, The Lancet, 
The Independent, The Times, The Daily Telegraph, Youris.com, The Khaleej Times, Nature Medicine, Chemistry & 
Industry. 
He also has experience with Nature Publishing Group and Science Photo Library and also works as a Digital Content 
Producer at BBSRC. 

 

Photo credit: photographyfirm via Shutterstock. 

 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://www.efsa.europa.eu/sites/default/files/scientific_output/files/main_documents/1462.pdf
http://www.confectionerynews.com/Commodities/EU-sugar-quotas-extended-to-2020?utm_source=copyright&utm_medium=OnSite&utm_campaign=copyright
http://www.euractiv.com/section/agriculture-food/news/eu-sugar-glut-tariff-sour-the-cane-versus-beet-contest/
http://www.worldactiononsalt.com/
http://journalisted.com/arran-frood
http://image.shutterstock.com/display_pic_with_logo/3391457/322819562/stock-photo-a-close-up-of-different-types-of-sugar-in-a-wooden-tray-322819562.jpg


 

 

EuroScientist - European science conversation by the community, for the community 

www.euroscientist.com 

 

25/11/2015 

 

 
Read this post online: http://www.euroscientist.com/gender-balance 

 
EuroScience  |  1, Quai Lezay-Marnésia  |  F-67000 Strasbourg  |  France 

Tel +33 3 8824 1150  |  Fax +33 3 8824 7556   |  office@euroscience.org  |  www.euroscience.org 

 

 

 

Chronic diseases prevention 

 

Chronic disease prevention using wearable technology: not 

that simple 

By Paul Hill  

Wearable technology could help prevent chronic illness but people’s privacy could 
be at stakes 

Since the launch of the Apple-Nike Fitbit in 2009 to the first consumer smart watches in 2012, common features such 
as activity tracking and heart rate monitoring have been used without question as tools to understand our individual 
physical performance. The technology taps the trend commonly referred to as the quantified self. 
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But what happens when the performance of groups of individuals–a workforce–is captured by wearable tech to 
address the causes and symptoms of chronic health conditions and sick leave? Here, EuroScientist investigates the 
balance between personal privacy and the potential of wearables to reduce the burden of chronic illnesses on the 
public health purse. 

Disease management and productivity 

To what extent can wearables play a role in tackling chronic illness? “Chronic disease management and primary 
prevention are clearly the area where wearables have a big role,” said Ilkka Korhonen, professor of signal processing 
and leader of the personal health informatics research group at Tampere University of Technology in Finland. 

For instance,”think about the management of diabetes, blood pressure or hypertension and similar conditions. 
Activity trackers are already used quite widely in diabetes management, Korhonen notes, adding: “of course, blood 
glucose meters are also available but they are not wearables as such; these are more like pocket devices. For 
cardiovascular diseases in general, people are quite often advised to use heart rate monitors for exercise to help 
manage the condition.” 

As a result, wearables carry the twin potential of improving workplace health as well as improving productivity. These 
are attractive objectives for governments, public health services and employers alike from a time, cost and resourcing 
perspective. 

Wearables used in the workplace, at this stage, have primarily been geared to improve productivity, according to 
Korhonen. He notes: “It’s good to bear in mind that employee productivity comes from two factors. The first is 
prevention of absenteeism. The second is a reduction of presentism: when you are in the workplace but because of 
your physical condition, you are suffering from reduced productivity. It’s been pretty well shown that employees with 
good physical condition are usually more productive because they are in better health.” 

Illness prevention 

A 2014 study co-authored by academics from Goldsmiths, University of London, UK, examined the use of brain activity 
sensors, motion monitors and posture coaches in office environments. 

“Just as the early adopters of wearable technology in sports science were able to gain quite significant advantages 
on the track and field, we’re going to see companies that adopt these technologies in interesting and innovative 
ways, gain huge advantages as a result,” says study author Chris Brauer, director of innovation and senior lecturer at 
the Institute for Management Studies at Goldsmiths. “These may be companies that engage in a transparent way 
with their workforce, or maybe not,” he adds, “There’s definitely a social contract idea between the employer and 
the workforce that needs to be worked out.” 

The use of wearables in the workplace is growing and posing new ethical and regulatory questions about the balance 
between workforce health and efficiency, versus individual privacy and employee rights. 

One key element in the debate is how wearables can reduce the causes of chronic conditions that lead to short and 
long-term employee sick leave, as well as reduce workplace accidents. 

Almost half of all employee absences, lasting three days or more across the European Union, are due to potentially 
avoidable work-related musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs), according to the UK think tank, The Work Foundation. 

The direct and indirect costs are estimated at €240 billion each year–representing up to 2% of GDP across the EU 
member states. One EU study reported the increasing cost to the public purse from MSDs in Austria, Germany and 
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France in particular. According to the study, in France alone, an estimated seven million workdays are lost due to 
MSD-related sickness absence. 

The perceived commercial opportunity around workplace health is fueling the growth of start-up tech companies 
using wearables to treat and prevent chronic conditions, including MSDs. The players range from Quell and Thimble, 
which use low-voltage current to stimulate back muscles to alleviate back pain, to Lumo, which monitors movement, 
sleep patterns and vibrates to alert users when posture is poor and when there is increased risk of strain injuries. 

Privacy regulation 

However, as wearables move from lifestyle apps to workplace monitors–be it to mitigate employee absence and 
improve health or drive employee efficiency and productivity–key questions remain to be answered. Who owns the 
data? What are the limits on how it can be used? The problem is that disclosure, storage and usage requirements for 
app developers, public and private sector organisations around wearable tech has been unclear since the beginning. 

Partly, this is due to different data privacy rules across the EU member states. Partly, as the European Commission 
(EC) has conceded, this is due to uncertainty about whether or not data from wearable fitness trackers or heart-rate 
has the same legal status as data from medical equipment. 

In principle, the announcement of a European Commision, European Parliament and European Council agreement 
on an EU-wide data protection policy in December 2015 brought good news. It should bring consistency to how 
consumers, employers and app developers approach wearable technology. Nevertheless, the policy is unlikely to 
come into force before 2018. 

Yet, some legal experts have warned that if the effect of the agreement is to classify consumer wearable data in the 
same way as medical data, innovation in health technology may be stifled. 

Staff at Stockholm’s Epicenter innovation lab are taking a bolder step to try to shape innovation around personal tech 
in the workplace and inform policymakers about the implications for digital privacy. Instead of wearing the 
technology, they have volunteered to implant an RFID (radio-frequency identification) chip under the skin of one 
hand, testing its possible applications as an alternative to security keys or even making the office photocopiers work. 

“I am deeply worried about our lack of privacy in the digital sphere,” said Hannes Sjoblad, chief disruption officer at 
the Epicenter. “That said, we are the experimenters who look for the solutions of tomorrow. We serve a role in 
society by experimenting on the fringes of what is possible. We also try to do this in an open fashion and share 
insights. I see that as our contribution.” 

Researchers working in the field of digital health data seem more certain of the fundamental principles, however. 
“My own perspective–perhaps a little bit of a European perspective–is that people should own their own data,” 
added Korhonen. “For example, in the case of corporate wellness, employers should never have access to the data 
of an individual employee under any conditions. If that started to happen, there are ethical concerns.” 

Question of interpretation 

One of the inevitable challenges of wearable technology, Korhonen notes, is accurate interpretation of data, 
particularly around individual health. “When we started in the 1990s in this kind of research, we thought that it would 
be about people having sensors in their homes and sending data in for interpretation,” Korhonen added. 

“Quite soon we understood that medical professionals were interpreting data without talking to people. So while 
medical professionals are the best experts for the health side of this, people themselves are the best experts in their 
daily lifestyle. The best approach is to have a partnership between these two sides.” 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
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Yet if a medical practitioner has the potential to misread data from wearable technology, what is the risk of a manager 
misinterpreting data from employees in the same way? 

Ongoing monitoring 

The privacy issues around wearables and promoting better health are compounded by the need for ongoing 
monitoring and use. The benefits of the technology are in recurrent and consistent use; to monitor trend data and 
as ongoing treatment. The consequence is the creation over time of an archive of personal health data. 

A Pennsylvania State University and University of California Davis study published in 2016 explored how wearables 
and other mobile health apps could promote physical activity and encourage positive behaviour change among users. 

The researchers noted that “low re-use rates” over time–as individual’s interest in the technology waned–was a key 
barrier to overcome in the design and promotion of wearables, if health benefits were to be achieved. The study also 
noted the development of “mHealth technology to manage chronic conditions and improve wellness is becoming 
ubiquitous. Yet this development is occurring in large part independent of the health care system.” 

Echoing the view of Korhonen, the US study suggested that the potential of wearables to improve health and prevent 
chronic illness needed a partnership between healthcare practitioners and individuals. The study concludes: “at a 
basic level, the mHealth tools offered to users should be intuitive, integrated with existing technology, and should 
allow the user to control what data are collected and shared.” 

 

Paul Hill 

Paul is an award-winning freelance journalist who specialises in technology, education, media and public policy. He 
is also former content director of Further Digital Marketing and still consults on key client campaigns. Based in the 
UK, he has written for The Times Higher Education Supplement, The Sunday Times, The Guardian and Brand 
Republic's Wall Blog. 
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Worth keeping in mind 

 

Trans-fats: Health time bomb by regulatory omission 

By Constanze Böttcher 

The failure of the EU to regulate transfats once more demonstrates the power of 
lobbies in Europe 

Trans-fatty acids (TFA) were once thought to be a good idea. But the detrimental impact of industrial TFAs on health 
has become more than obvious over the past few decades. Strictly limiting the use of TFAs in food in Europe would 
save millions of people’s lives, help to tackle health inequalities and reduce health costs, according to a position paper 
by the European Heart Network (EHN), a Brussels-based alliance of heart foundations and like-minded non-
governmental organisations. 

Yet, there is currently no mandatory limit to the content of industrial TFAs in food in Europe. Already some countries 
have taken the matter in their own hands, as they are not willing to wait for Brussels to legislate. On 3rd December 
2015, the European Commission has finally adopted a long awaited expert report on TFAs. The report clearly calls for 
legally limiting industrial TFAs on a European level. But there are still concerns that implementation of such advice 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
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may take a while, as considerable delays have plagued this expert publication. In this investigative piece, EuroScientist 
looks at how pan-European policy making can sometimes go wrong, even when lives are at risk. 

A looming time bomb in your diet 

What are known as partially hydrogenated plant oils, originating from industrial processes, constitute the major 
source of trans-fats in processed food. They are cheap, long lasting and easy to handle. They add texture and taste 
to different food products, such as some fast food, certain types of margerines, chips or commercial bakery products. 

According to a recent WHO policy brief, there is now an “overwhelming evidence base on the adverse effects of 
consuming trans-fats.” “We know that TFAs are responsible for a large proportion of cardiovascular diseases,” says 
Roberto Bertollini, chief scientist and WHO representative to the EU in Brussels, Belgium. Data shows that heart 
diseases are the most common cause of death in the EU. 

Aware of this public health threat and not willing to wait for a top-down impulse from Brussels, several European 
countries have already legislated against TFAs. In 2004, Denmark was the first country to legally limit TFAs in 
processed food to 2% of the total oil or fat content. Meanwhile, other countries in Europe, including Austria, 
Switzerland, Iceland, Norway, Hungary and Latvia, have followed suit. 

Undue regulatory delays 

Stakeholders in Brussels, such as the European Consumers’ Organisation BEUC, welcome the expert report presenting 
different options for dealing with TFAs. The report clearly favours a legally binding approach to limit industrial TFAs 
in food over other solutions such as mandatory labelling or voluntary approaches to food reformulation. This 
document was a year-long overdue, as it was initially mandated by the 2011 EU-regulation on the provision of food 
information to consumers (FIC). 

Indeed, it is time to act now, experts believe. The scientific evidence is quite solid, according to Bertollini. Moreover, 
examples from countries like Denmark show that “it is possible to limit TFAs in food without major impact on the 
industry’s revenues,” he adds. Indeed, Denmark succeeded in legally limiting industrial TFAs, partly because the food 
industry supported the political will at the time, says Steen Stender, professor at the department of clinical 
biochemistry at Copenhagen University Hospital in Gentofte, Denmark. 

Stender previously chaired the working group on TFAs of the Danish nutrition council, which began to look at the first 
scientific evidence back in the 1990s already. Now, two decades later, the benefits of legally limiting TFAs have 
become more obvious. 

Public health 

A recent publication estimates that 14.2 lives were saved per 100,000 per year in Denmark alone, after the 
government had adopted the law on TFAs. “If you extrapolate (this) […] to the entire EU with about 500 million 
people, you get 70,000 lives per year,” Stender points out. He then questions: “Who is responsible for this waste of 
lives?” 

Tackling the TFA content in food also means tackling inequalities in public health. A 2014 study by Stender and 
colleagues revealed that people still consume high levels of TFAs, particularly in Eastern European countries. This is 
happening despite the voluntary agreements with the industry, which has decreased TFA use during the past few 
years. 
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In addition, products containing high levels of TFA are available in ethnic shops throughout Europe. So, even if the 
average intake in Europe is below the threshold the WHO recommends, “there are subgroups that have a very high 
intake,” Stender stresses. This is also true for socially disadvantaged groups. 

Mandatory threshold 

A legal limit would likely benefit these groups, agrees Jonathan Pearson-Stuttard, academic clinical fellow at the 
department of primary care and public health at Imperial College London, UK. 

It is no coincidence that they have higher rates of mortality from [coronary heart diseases (CHD)],” he says. In a recent 
modelling study focussing on the UK, Pearson-Stuttard and colleagues revealed that virtually banning TFAs from food 
would reduce inequality in mortality from CHD by 15%. 

In addition, positive effects of such limit on the economy could include large savings of informal care costs and 
averted productivity loss. These effects would be similar in other countries, regardless of health care services. “A 
structural intervention on population level such as in Denmark is not only cost-effective but also cost-saving,” 
Pearson-Stuttard stresses. In terms of preventing death, voluntary or labelling approaches are “at best half as good” 
as setting a legal limit, he adds. 

Growing consensus 

There appears to be little divergence of views among the different stakeholders, including the food industry. “A 
mandatory threshold is the only way forward to make sure that consumers are protected,” says Pauline Constant, 
communications officer at the European Consumer Organisation (BEUC) in Brussels. In an open letter published on 
15th October 2015, the BEUC, the EHN as well as other stakeholders and multinational food companies therefore call 
upon the Commission to finally “propose a legislative limit for the amount of industrially produced TFAs in foods”. 

Indeed, from the industry’s perspective, “setting a cut at 2% is the best option,” notes Nathalie Lecocq, director 
general of Fediol, the federation representing the European vegetable oil and protein meal industry, based in 
Brussels. Other previously more reluctant industry bodies are finally adopting the same views. As recently as 19 
November 2015, the European food and drink industry organisation FoodDrinkEurope has adopted the same position 
on TFAs. 

Apart from issues around consumer health, a legal limit would also “create a level playing field” for all stakeholders 
involved, Lecocq says. However, there may still be stakeholders favouring a labelling approach, Lecocq contends. 

Commission blockage 

Given that there appears to be a consensus across the board on the introduction of such legal limit, what has taken 
the Commission so long to get its act together? As regards the delayed report, “the fact that there has been a new 
Commission has possibly not helped the process to stick to the timeline,” Lecocq says. 

The BEUC suspects “a blockage at a higher level” as the health commissioner generally supports a legal limit, says 
BEUC’s Constant. Some European countries may also have concerns regarding a legal limit because of potential costs 
arising for small and medium-sized enterprises, Bertollini believes. 

Still, the delay of the report is barely understandable because “it will most likely propose policy options to countries, 
which will be further discussed,” he says. 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://www.who.int/nutrition/topics/5_population_nutrient/en/index12.html
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/
http://www.bmj.com/content/351/bmj.h4583
http://www.beuc.eu/
http://www.beuc.eu/publications/open_letter_industrially_produced_tfas_freeeu.pdf
http://www.fediol.be/
http://www.fooddrinkeurope.eu/S=0/news/statement/fooddrinkeurope-statement-on-trans-fats/
http://www.fooddrinkeurope.eu/S=0/news/statement/fooddrinkeurope-statement-on-trans-fats/


 

 

EuroScientist - European science conversation by the community, for the community 

www.euroscientist.com 

 

25/11/2015 

 

 
Read this post online: http://www.euroscientist.com/gender-balance 

 
EuroScience  |  1, Quai Lezay-Marnésia  |  F-67000 Strasbourg  |  France 

Tel +33 3 8824 1150  |  Fax +33 3 8824 7556   |  office@euroscience.org  |  www.euroscience.org 

 

 

 

Towards an agreement 

In reality, such delay is typical when there is no political consensus at the European level, says Herman Lelieveldt, 
associate professor in political science at University College Roosevelt in Middelburg, The Netherlands. Moreover, 
even if there is scientific consensus, “science is always disputed in political debates,” he says. There needs to be 
absolute scientific certainty for the EU to be able to act, he adds. 

Such process is much more difficult and lengthy for the EU than for the government of a single country like Denmark. 
In Lelieveldt’s view, it is therefore “very easy to block and delay stuff.” 

Lelieveldt and colleagues analysed the amendments made to the initial proposal of the European Commission for the 
FIC-regulation. At that time, in 2010, there was no parliamentary consensus on how to deal with food labelling in 
terms of trans-fatty acids, they found. This is why, according to Lelieveldt, the pending report was mandated in the 
first place. 

However, a push from across the Atlantic may now force the Commission to act. In June 2015, the US food regulator, 
the Food Drug Agency, declared partially hydrogenated oils as “no longer safe.” For Europe, “that is a very strong 
signal,” Lelieveldt stresses, compounded by the fact that many food-processing companies act on a global scale. 
Indeed, “it would be strange if the US had another policy than the EU,” Stender agrees. 

Meanwhile, the expert report is due to be dealt with at as a meeting of the EU council on 7 December.  Still, the 
extremely lengthy negotiations at the European level have, so far, prevented policy makers from tackling a pressing 
health issue. And nobody is held accountable! 

 

Constanze Böttcher 

Constanze has been covering a broad range of science topics, inlcuding life sciences, geosciences, technology and 
science policy, for almost 10 years. With a background in marine science, she has a passion for writing about what 
science can tell us about the natural world. She also likes exploring science’s role within society. Her outlets include 
German quality online and print media as well as EuroScientist. 

 

Photo credit: Lightspring via Shutterstock 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
http://www.ucr.nl/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501763.2015.1051095
http://www.fda.gov/Food/IngredientsPackagingLabeling/FoodAdditivesIngredients/ucm449162.htm
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/epsco/2015/12/08/
http://www.shutterstock.com/pic-181579721.html&src=download_history


 

 

EuroScientist - European science conversation by the community, for the community 

www.euroscientist.com 

 

25/11/2015 

 

 
Read this post online: http://www.euroscientist.com/gender-balance 

 
EuroScience  |  1, Quai Lezay-Marnésia  |  F-67000 Strasbourg  |  France 

Tel +33 3 8824 1150  |  Fax +33 3 8824 7556   |  office@euroscience.org  |  www.euroscience.org 

 

 

 

Worth keeping in mind 

 

One step too far for legendary Danish transparency 

By Jens Degett 

  

Danish regional health authority have collected data from patients illegally in the 
past seven years, in a scenario reminiscent of George Orwell’s 1984 

  

Consider the following scenario: You feel a little tired and unfit and you decide to have a talk with your doctor. During 
the talk, you mention your high consumption of alcohol, your erection problems – along with your personal problems 
with your wife – and your financial issues. After the talk, the doctor makes notes, recording key problems from 
the conversation. Then she recommends a blood test and she prescribes some medicine. All this information 
including the health data, the intimate personal problems, the social references together with the results of your 
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blood tests and all prescribed medicines over the past seven years have been sent to a database and stored under 
your unique personal identity number. Neither you, nor your doctor, are aware of the way your data has been 
handled. 

How is this possible in Europe today? This is the result of a mandatory programme ordered by the Danish regional 
health authorities. If you live in Denmark, any information on you has been collected and sent automatically from 
your doctor’s computer to a central database maintained by a private company. This database contains more than 
700 entry codes including categories such as depressed, economic problems, sensation of isolation and alcoholism. 
The information in the database, which was meant for public research, was also offered to projects financed by 
private medical companies. At its busiest time, it received 400,000 entries per day, from Danish general practitioners. 

1984 for personal health data 

This description may sound like something taken from George Orwell’s novel 1984. But, the Danish General Practice 
Database (DAMD) was a reality only revealed by the Danish media in September 2014. Since then doctors have 
protested against the mandatory collection of data. A report from the Statens Serum Institut (SSI), the Danish 
authority responsible for medical data collection, concluded in November 2014 that the data collection had taken 
place since 2007. But permission to collect data had only included for diabetes. From 2012, the permission also 
included: chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, heart failure and depression. This is why the DAMD database was 
deemed illegal and ordered to be erased by the end of 2014. 

Meanwhile, the database can no longer be accessed. “This affects 24 research projects, which were using data from 
DAMD. Many of them were PhD projects, which now have to be redefined. This is a loss to the development of better 
medical treatment,” says Janus Laust Thomsen, director of the Danish Quality Unit of General Practice (DAK-E) and 
the DAMD database. He also refers to an OECD report from 2013 where the DAMD database was highlighted as one 
of the important instruments for improving the health system. The report states: “Denmark has very good databases 
on quality of care but the goldmine is only partly exploited.” It also recommends more “cross-quality-register data 
linkage via unique patient identifiers” and it complains that the database (DAMD) “does not systematically contain 
procedures.” 

Doctors are worried 

Henrik Keller, a general practitioner, has written an open letter in a newspaper called Weekendavisen on 27 February 
2015, signed by 42 colleagues. The signatories express their concern about the collection of patient data without 
their consent. ”The relationship between patient and doctor was affected negatively by the DAMD database. I feared 
that I could not write sensitive information anymore when I found out that my notes would be used by third parties 
without my consent. I did not trust that this information would not be misused,” Keller writes. He adds: “I feel very 
uncomfortable with this surveillance of my daily work, which has been going on for many years without my 
knowledge. It reminds me of the East German secret police STASI”. 

Keller also complained about the commercial interests in these data from medical and insurance companies, which 
may not be compatible with the interest of the patients. “In some cases, I know that patients have been contacted 
by private companies on the basis of their diagnosis and asked if they would participate in experiments and tests. We 
have no clue how the private companies have achieved access to this information,” writes Keller. 
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Database to be saved 

Just as the database was about to be erased, the National Archives of Denmark claimed that they would store and 
protect the data. The Minister of Culture, Marianne Jelved, who is responsible for the National Archives defended 
the decision in a radio interview broadcast on the 8th March 2015: “The Government of a justice based society cannot 
decide which public archive to preserve or not,” she says. “We have to keep the DAMD database for the future”. She 
was asked if this was the policy even if the data was collected illegally and her answer was “yes”. 

With a European perspective on surveillance of the citizens, Jacob Skjødt Nielsen, head of participation at the Danish 
Board of Technology Foundation in Copenhagen is involved in a EU-funded research project called SurPRISE related 
to surveillance and data privacy. “Surveillance is becoming more and more a part of the daily life, but there are broad 
differences in how it is accepted. In Scandinavia people have a very high trust in society and a strong belief that data 
can and will be used to improve the society. In countries, where trust in government is less common or where 
authoritarian regimes have ruled in recent times the collection of data about the citizen is much less accepted,” 
Skjødt Nielsen says. 

One of his colleagues agrees about the difference in perception of surveillance and its potential misuse. “In Spain or 
Italy we have less trust in institutions. If medical data was collected in a central database most people would fear it 
would have a high probability of leak or misuse,” says Vincenzo Pavone, an Italian researcher from IPP Institute of 
Public Goods and Policies in Madrid, Spain who is also involved in the SurPRISE project. On the other hand, people in 
general accept uncertainty less and there is a tendency that camera surveillance in public places are becoming more 
accepted,” says Pavone. 

The discussion is far from over in Denmark. A recent terrorist attack in Copenhagen made people call for even more 
surveillance. A survey made for the Danish Broadcasting Corporation DK showed a large majority in favour of a 
national DNA archive with DNA profiles of all citizens. Similar issues are likely to crop up across Europe, particularly 
in the context of the new Data Protection Directive, where the jury is still out on how best to regulate the use of 
personal data for research. 

 

Are you concerned about the privacy of your health data? Do you believe that we entrust governments with too 
much private information? 

 

Jens Degett 

Jens Degett is a Danish freelance science journalist and Chair of the Danish Science Journalists Association since 2012. 
He has worked with science journalism and communication for more than 20 years. He has contributed to Danish 
popular science magazine Videnskab.dk, and specialist publications including Magisterbladet, Universitetsavisen, 
Weekendavisen as well as to Danish Broadcaster P1 and to radio programmes. 
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Worth keeping in mind 

 

Nudge towards effective harm reduction 

By Alberto Alemanno 

  

Can people change their behaviour, in the case of addictions? 

Against all forms of addiction, behavioural change is the Holy Grail for policy-makers. “All we need to do is alter what 
people think and do!” they muse as they try to tackle a broad range of social problems: excessive drinking, obesity, 
crime, even climate change. 

In the past, policy makers assumed that governments could only change behaviours through rules and regulations. 
But now they are designing programmes that reflect how people really act; often irrationally and unpredictably it 
would seem. This new approach appears to deliver results without resorting to heavy-handed regulation and a nanny 
state. 

http://www.euroscientist.com/
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The new ingredient is ‘nudge’. Inspired by ‘libertarian paternalism’, this theory suggests public policies should steer 
citizens towards positive decisions yet maintain individual choice. The policy-maker merely acts as the ‘choice 
architect,’ trying to change the context, process and environment in which individuals make their decisions. 

Irrationality: the policy-maker friend 

At first glance it looks a bit sneaky. The policy-maker cunningly exploits our tendency to make irrational decisions, or 
‘cognitive biases’, to manipulate our choices. For example, knowing how people tend to put off making affirmative 
decisions, the policy-maker deliberately sets “default rules” towards the positive choice. 

Studies also show that we are heavily influenced by social norms. We care about our reputation and what other 
people think of us; these are powerful forces, which the policy-maker can also turn to their advantage. 

Even the way information is presented and questions framed can influence our choices, scientists have found. 
Evidence suggests that vivid warnings work better than statistics. Rearranging food displays could “help” people 
choose more healthy meals. 

Behaviourally-informed regulatory approaches are an attractive tool for public authorities for two reasons. First, 
nudging seems to make regulation more effective, yet still preserves individual choice. This is particularly crucial for 
health policies designed to reduce harm; mandating positive behaviour is all but pointless, but suggesting safer, 
possible alternatives is quite effective. 

 

Second, these “soft” approaches tend to be cheaper to implement that rigid regulatory regimes, so it is hardly 
surprising governments have welcomed them so warmly. 

President Barack Obama in the USA and Prime Minister David Cameron in the UK have both encouraged government 
agencies to draw on behavioural and social sciences. Nudging is fast becoming a global policy phenomenon. 

Integration 

There are dangers, however. Behaviourally-informed tactics, including default rules and disclosure requirements, 
raise important legal concerns about the rights of citizens vis-à-vis the regulatory state. What is the legal position 
when nudging preserves and compromises freedom at the same time? 

More importantly, with no rational framework for integrating behavioural research into policy-making, the 
application of this science will remain haphazard and the impact small and anecdotal. A framework would help to 
make public health decision-making more transparent and accountable. 

The USA has already set the precedent, imposing a general requirement on public administrations to adopt principled 
and consistent procedures for using behavioural science in policy-making. Clear processes should also help to protect 
policies and people from possible abuses. An emphasis on thorough regulatory impact assessments should also 
policy-makers to “test” a range of regulatory options and allow citizens to have a say too. 

Tobacco: new regulations missing a trick 

Let’s take the example of policies towards the prevention of tobacco addiction. In Europe, the revised tobacco 
products Directive, for instance, embraces behaviourally-informed approaches. To its credit, newly-adopted 
approaches–such as combined graphic and health warnings–no longer inform the public about the adverse effects 
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of smoking. Instead they seek to change social norms by “denormalising” tobacco. However, the Directive fails to use 
behavioural insights to promote harm reduction approaches. 

Electronic and herbal cigarettes also fall under the legislation. Consequently, their marketing material must now also 
carry health warnings. In addition, e-cigarettes might become subject to the same authorisation required for 
medicinal products. 

The overall stance on both conventional and alternative tobacco products favours an abstinence-only policy. And, it 
de facto rejects a risk-reduction approach, which would encourage smokers to switch to less damaging nicotine-
delivery. The rules are understandable because people fear that e-cigarettes might encourage smoking. Nonetheless, 
millions of addicted smokers are left with only one choice: to get their nicotine by smoking or quit. 

The Commission’s abstinence-only approach is questionable; it makes much more sense to nudge smokers towards 
less hazardous alternatives. We certainly need to build up the evidence about “safer” alternatives. But it is shameful 
that the ideological imperative to “denormalise” smoking could deprive society of the potential gains from harm-
reduction through switching. 

Indeed, this policy flaw highlights the major contribution that behavioural science has to make. It is time to shift 
policy discussion away from the morals of harm reduction to where it belongs: rooted in science. 

 

Alberto Alemanno 

Alberto is Jean Monnet professor of EU Law and Risk Regulation at the HEC Paris and global clinical professor at NYU 
School of Law HEC Paris as well as global clinical professor at NYU School of Law. 

This article is the edited version of a piece that was first published in Science in the Public Interest vol. 1: Harm 
Reduction, published by SciCom– Making Sense of Science. 
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