Kennedy paves way for flood of wellness
companies in white coats

Seizing on MAHA ethos, medical entrepreneurs are offering
pricey new products, including some unproven to help
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A drug for a rare blood disorder that instead is prescribed to amp up
“mental clarity.” A peptide approved for growth hormone deficiency that
may boost muscle lost to Ozempic. A full-body MRI administered not for
symptoms, but for prevention, to detect any incipient cancer.

These are just a few of the tests and treatments being marketed by a
growing class of health and wellness companies selling a message aligned
with the Make America Healthy Againmovement. The pitch: Corporate
interests in the medical establishment are keeping patients from taking
care of themselves. Take your health into your own hands, and prevent
chronic illness before it comes for you.
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Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has lived by that credo for years, attributing his
health both to vigorous exercise and clean diet and also to practices that
go beyond medical consensus, including testosterone therapy, stem cells,
and peptides. Now, as health secretary, he’s giving Big Wellness a
national stage, to the excitement of entrepreneurs and the consternation
of some medical experts.

He speaks constantly of his vow to rein in dominant corporate interests
in medicine, including insurers and drugmakers, and emphasize
prevention over “sick care.”

He’s filling the administration with wellness entrepreneurs,

keeping Calley Means, whose company writes doctor’s notes to use
health savings accounts for wellness products, as a close adviser. For U.S.
surgeon general, he’s backing Casey Means, whose company sells
continuous glucose monitors and lab tests to “become the expert in your
own health.” Mehmet Oz, the administrator of the Centers for Medicare
and Medicaid Services, divested dozens of health care interests to take on
the position, including a role with a supplement company.

Kennedy met with eight health tech executives last month — including
his friend Mark Hyman, co-founder of Function Health — calling them
innovators who would empower Americans. These are “breakthroughs,”
he said, “shifting the focus from sick care to health care, prevention, and
real-time health insight.”

Even if they don’t have personal connections to Kennedy, telehealth
companies, lab testing platforms, and imaging startups are mirroring
MAHA’s message of self-actualization, appealing to both patients and the
political leaders with power to make or break their businesses. Unlike
wellness companies that sell consumer products like vitamins directly to
consumers, they often leverage trust in medical expertise by writing
prescriptions from licensed providers, or offering collected “insights”
from doctors on test results.

In recent months, medically marketed companies like these have
garnered hundreds of millions in investments for their tests and
products. “There’s this morass of longevity companies selling
supplements with anti-aging claims, selling tests, selling imaging,” said
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Scripps Research Translational Institute Director Eric Topol, who
recently authored a book on longevity science.

Topol and other health and policy experts applaud the basic idea of
proactive, patient-involved care. But they say some health and wellness
companies conflate evidence-based preventive care with a glut of
unproven treatments and tests — what Topol calls a “false front.” They
worry businesses looking to ride the MAHA wave to profits could lead
Americans to expensive, ineffective products.

“I consider it predatory, because the public doesn’t understand that it
isn’t proven,” said Topol. “They’re paying, and these companies are
profiting.”

Converting skepticism into profit

On a podcast in late May, Kennedy reiterated his stance on some of the
experimental products marketed by health and wellness companies.
“We’re going to end the war at FDA against alternative medicine,” he
said after a commercial break for a supplement. The health secretary
listed off products — including stem cells, chelating drugs, and peptides
— that he wants Americans to be able to “explore.”

Many of these alternative products are familiar to bodybuilders and
longevity biohackers, groups used to coloring outside the lines of
traditional medicine. But amplified by online advertising, messaging by
wellness influencers on social media and podcasts, and Kennedy himself,
they’re gaining mainstream awareness.

Telehealth can offer a platform to scale up their distribution nationwide.
“It’s making those drugs available to more people in a more mass-
consumer-marketing business model,” said Beth Mosier, health care and
life sciences director at West Monroe, a Chicago-based consulting firm.
As MAHA'’s political messaging takes shape alongside health business
strategies, “I think they will play off each other in an exponential way,”
said Mosier.

One telehealth site, Eden, markets “clinically backed” compounded
products like sermorelin and methylene blue. Once approved to treat
rare conditions, Eden instead prescribes them to target “lean muscle
growth” and “cellular aging” — claims that must be couched with “mays”
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and “mights” because the compounded versions are not approved by the
FDA. “It’s the beginning of an era, this idea of personalized medicine,”
said Eden co-founder Josh Khan, about the company’s approach to
prescribing these “emerging molecules.”

For many patients, interest in these alternatives is preceded by fear and
mistrust in traditional health care providers and regulators. “There’s a
shift, and there’s a lack of trust in the FDA,” said Danese Rexroad, a
nurse practitioner and chief clinical officer for telehealth company
Ways2Well, which markets supplements along with blood tests,
prescription-only compounded peptides, and stem cell therapies. “After
the Covid vaccine, there’s a lot of people that tell me that they don’t really
care if it’s FDA-approved or not.”

As health secretary, Kennedy has foregrounded those fears, calling the
safety and efficacy of drugs into question and highlighting the financial
incentives that can influence their regulatory approval. As he demands
more evidence from Big Pharma, he simultaneously wants to lower
barriers for patient access to products that haven’t gone through the
clinical trials and post-market safety monitoring required for FDA
approval.

Wellness companies are mirroring those anti-establishment messages.
Ways2Well founder and CEO Brigham Buhler has become a popular
guest on MAHA-aligned podcasts, including Kennedy’s, talking about
profit-driven decisions at pharma and insurance companies. MAHA-
flavored marketing comes from companies without explicit ties to the
movement, too. “Junk food giants, diet industry’s quick fixes, Big
Pharma’s price-gouging, and regulations that favor special interests have
created a system that leaves us with limited options, skyrocketing costs,
and a cycle of failure,” said telehealth company Hims & Hers on a site
called Healthier America.

“Clearly, there’s been an awakening in America around the problem of
chronic disease and our chronic disease epidemic,” said Function’s
Hyman, who has appeared at multiple events with Kennedy this year as
his company seeks new fundraising at a valuation of $2 billion. Function
sells a battery of more than 100 lab tests paired with recommendations
for lifestyle changes, supplements, and possible clinician followup, and
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in May it acquired Ezra, one of several companies that sells full-body
MRI scans.

In a conversation about the acquisition, Hyman said Kennedy is “very
interested” in Function, whose investors include surgeon general
nominee Means and celebrities. “People are realizing we need to do
something about it on a social level, on a business innovation level,” he
said, “and also on a political level.”

Creating demand, step by step

Many of the companies aligning themselves with Kennedy’s MAHA
message sidestep the traditional health care system. They don’t accept
insurance, and instead charge patients cash rates for visits, lab tests, and
imaging. They promote “personalized,” often compounded medications
that are rarely covered by insurance, and sell supplements to fill out the
regimen.

As a result, it’s often difficult to show if the health interventions they sell
work. Companies rarely publish their research in peer-reviewed journals,
and independent researchers don’t have access to insurance claims data
that can be used to interrogate a product’s value.

For many patients seeking individualized, affirmational health care,
that’s not an issue. Anecdotes can be powerful. Ads lead with
testimonials from patients who uncovered evidence of cancer. Others
cheer that someone with medical training listened, and that an injection
or pill put their health under their control.

But as companies position themselves as a fix for the broken health care
system, health policy and safety experts worry patients are being upsold
on unproven products with just a veneer of medical legitimacy.

“Direct-to-consumer advertising has taken the message of patient
empowerment and used that to sell products,” said Joel Lexchin, an
emeritus professor of health policy and management at York University
in Toronto. It’s a playbook that the pharmaceutical industry has long
used to get patients on board with new treatments, he said — and today,
it’s being adopted to push less-tested products.
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In the first step, “you blur the distinction between what’s normal and
what’s abnormal,” said Lexchin. If you have less energy, mental clarity,
or sex drive than you used to, it becomes a symptom of potential
pathology.

Next, companies promote tests to catch that pathology. A large battery of
tests will show some deviation from “normal” levels, often interpreted by
automated systems, that could, say, inform a regimen of medications
tailored to your metabolism. But tests looking for both nothing and
everything can easily be overinterpreted, said Lexchin, leading to
unnecessary treatments.

“The third thing,” said Lexchin, “is that you blur the evidence or you
distort the evidence about whether or not these products work.”

Take sermorelin, a synthetic peptide that stimulates the release of
growth hormone. (Kennedy has said that he’s used and benefited from
peptides, and complained that regulatory actions by the FDA had made
some of them more difficult to procure.) Sermorelin was approved by the
FDA in 1997 to treat growth hormone deficiency in children, but it wasn’t
a commercial success, and its manufacturer stopped making it in 2008.

Today, several telehealth sites market prescribed compounded
sermorelin injections and pills for a wide range of other uses. It’s touted
as a way to prevent or regain muscle mass lost as patients lose weight on
GLP-1s. It could have positive impacts on bone density, metabolism,
immunity, and sex drive, say some telehealth companies — claims that
are regulated less aggressively than those from pharma.

Shalender Bhasin, an endocrinologist affiliated with Brigham and
Women’s Hospital, has researched growth hormone secretagogues like
sermorelin and other wellness-marketed compounds, and sees early
signs of potential. “I'm very interested in health span extension,” he said.
But he stops short of making claims, because clinical studies haven’t
proven efficacy. In the first few months, one Eden social media ad
claimed, 86% of sermorelin users noticed “changes.” The survey included

55 people.

Bhasin has seen bodybuilders and biohackers put themselves in danger
by experimenting with wellness compounds, buying them in forms
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intended for research use, not human consumption. Many of the same
molecules are now available through companies that reassure customers
they are “doctor-prescribed” and come “direct from pharmacy.”

That model presents a new risk: Patients may put more stock in a drug
when it’s prescribed by a clinician, even when there is poor evidence for
its use.

“I find physicians prescribing these substances even more concerning,”
said Bhasin, “because there’s an element of trust that patients have in the
white coat.” While getting a drug from a pharmacy is better than using
research-grade molecules, the compounding pharmacies that dispense
them are subject to less scrutiny than manufacturers of FDA-approved
drugs.

Kennedy acknowledged the risks involved in experimenting with
compounds like peptides and stem cells in his May podcast appearance.
“Of course, you're going to get a lot of charlatans, and you’re going to get
people who have bad results,” he said. “But ultimately, you can’t prevent
that either way, and leaving the whole thing in the hands of pharma is
not working for us.”

Eden co-founder Khan recognizes that it can be challenging for patients
to navigate these spaces. “Right now it’s the wild west. You could find
just about anything anywhere on the internet,” he said. To provide
transparency, he said his company provides information about the level
of evidence behind sermorelin along with the fact that its compounded
drugs are not FDA-approved; that disclaimer appears in fine print at the
bottom of its ad.

Patients are left trying to interpret the quality of evidence on their own.
Making a call gets even murkier when product claims aim at the gray
area of “optimization.” In the end, many companies market products for
subjective ailments that patients can self-diagnose — “or at least,” said
Lexchin, “they can think that they’ve got the right diagnosis.”

The limits of personalization

Many of the concerns that foreground the movement to Make America
Healthy Again are uncontested.



Health care in the United States is unfathomably expensive, and shows
no signs of getting cheaper as Russian nesting dolls of insurers,
pharmacy benefit managers, and provider networks try to extract their
slice of profits. Pharmaceutical companies are incentivized to develop
drugs that will deliver the most bang for their billions of research bucks,
and can deprioritize less-profitable treatments. They, too, are leveraging
the message of empowerment to market brand-name drugs to patients
and capitalizing on telehealth’s distribution mechanism.
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“It’s become enormously dysfunctional,” said Bhasin. “It motivates
people to seek alternate solutions so that they don’t have to go through
their insurance carrier.”

As these concerns vault alternative health and wellness companies into
public consciousness, though, many of the same financial incentives are
at work.

Marketing “personalized” drugs isn’t a new strategy. In the 1950s and
’60s, “rainbow diet pills” took the United States by storm. “The whole
idea was that the doctor would give each patient different color
combinations so that the patient felt it was personalized for them,” said
Pieter Cohen, an internist who leads the Supplement Research Program
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at the Cambridge Health Alliance. “They were just regurgitating basically
the same script.”

The pills were immensely profitable, thanks in part to close financial
relationships between the physicians doing the prescribing and the
compounding pharmacies that made them. But they were also
dangerous. By the time the FDA cracked down, they had caused dozens
of deaths.

Compounding pharmacies faced new FDA regulations after a 2012
meningitis outbreak tied to a compounder killed more than 100 people.
Yet financial incentives to prescribe compounded drugs can remain. In
addition to leading Ways2Well, MAHA messenger Buhler owns a
compounding pharmacy, ReviveRx, which dispenses many of the
medications the telehealth company markets. Other telehealth
companies own their own compounding pharmacies, while others buy in
bulk to make a profit off each prescription.

“The tech company that’s doing this online, there’s nothing personalized
about it,” said Cohen. “It’s so interesting that they can win that narrative
that this is personalized: Googling online and pitching you something at
a big markup without knowing you personally.”

For a hundred dollars or more a month, a patient can be prescribed one
alternative offering, an injectable vial of vitamin B12 and “lipotropic”
compounds called MIC sometimes advertised as a “skinny shot” for fat
loss. The wholesale price for providers is often less than a third of that,
with extra discounts for bulk orders.

These businesses see a lot of potential for upside in the new
administration’s stance on proactive, personalized health. Cohen agreed
that the wellness industry will likely win — not because of any particular
policy changes, but because legal and regulatory frameworks have been
undermined by thousands of position cuts within HHS, including at the
FDA.

“Lobbyists and business interests in all these different areas of health
will have more and more leeway to practice and do whatever they choose



to for at least the next four years,” said Cohen. “What is the way to
protect consumers in that environment?



