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Abstract 

Nicole Hassoun's book Global Health Impact suggests a Global Health Impact Index to 

address the alarming lack of access to essential medicines. This index rates pharmaceutical 

companies based on how their medicines impact global health. Labeling or certifying those 

companies, which do most goods, would allow consumers in well-off countries to purchase 

medicines from these companies rather than those who do less. Hassoun argues that as the 

poor in the world has a right to health, and the Global Health Impact Index provides 

consumers with knowledge regarding how to consume in ways that ensure that more 

people have access to essential medicines, consumers are ethically obliged to do so in the 

face of existing global inequalities and injustices. In providing this argument, Hassoun 

rejects a so-called democratic account of ethical consumption in favour of the positive 

change account. This article critically examines this move and argues that the arguments 

against the democratic account are not sufficiently convincing. Furthermore, and perhaps 

more challenging for the Global HealthImpact index project, the article argues that taking 

this measure in isolation may do too little for the poor and place the burden unfairly on 

those who need to buy medicines.  

 

Introduction 

When people are suffering worldwide because they lack access to essential medicines, we are 

all faced with difficult questions regarding what we could and should do. Nicole Hassoun's 

book Global Health Impact asks which duties and obligations citizens have as consumers in 

this regard (Hassoun, 2020).1 That is, how should we consume if we know that our choices 

impact those who are worse off? Hassoun convincingly argues that in light of prevailing 

injustices and unjust institutions, we are obliged to consume ways that mitigate present 

injustices. But how should we do this? Hassoun argues that as pharmaceutical companies 

                                                           
1 Hassoun has of course written extensively on this, for a selection see: (Hassoun, 2012, 2014, 2015b, 2015a, 2016, 
2019) 
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violate people's right to health and do not do enough to provide assess to 

medicines(Hassoun, 2020, p. 126), we should introduce remedies to change this sad state of 

affairs.2  

The book proposes an innovative measure to do this: The Global Health Impact 

system. This independent labelling system makes it visible to consumers which 

pharmaceutical companies contribute most to combating the global burden of disease.This 

demonstrates the global health impact of pharmaceutical companies and allows for them to 

be certified for having a remarkable positive impact in that regard. Thus, those 

pharmaceutical companies, which provide the most significant positive difference to the 

vulnerable in the world in terms of producing affordable medicines, are to be certified (and 

lauded) for their positive health impact. On the reasonable assumption that buying 

medicines from the companies that have a positive health impact will improve access to 

essential medicines for the world's poor, Hassoun argues that we, as consumers, have an 

obligation to do so(Hassoun, 2020, pp. 121–122). The index provides us with important 

knowledge regarding how we may best carry out our duty to protect the health of the world's 

poor. Hassoun thus establishes a human right to health and explains how such a right may 

foster a creative resolve to eliminate or diminish current health disadvantages. The global 

health impact project is described as one possible fruitful avenue to pursue.  

 Hassoun suggests a wealth of empirical evidence that ethical consumption 

campaigns can be effective and sustainable and highlights some of the dangers such 

campaigns might succumb to. She then shows that these worries are less relevant for the 

global impact label(Hassoun, 2020, pp. 133–136). Under these assumptions and present 

unjust circumstances, Hassoun reasonably suggests that individuals would have a 

duty/obligation to buy products with the global health impact label, thereby incentivizing 

companies to increase their impact in this specific regard to capture a larger market share.  

 This article takes up Hassoun's specific view on social consumption (i.e., her 

view on what obligations we have as consumers and what restrictions there are on this). The 

article argues that while Hassoun correctly identifies several flaws in existing accounts, these 

may not be decisive. Furthermore, the democratic consumption account, which Hassoun 

                                                           
2 For other important contributions to the debate over essential medicines see (Sonderholm, 2009, 2014; Hassoun and 
Herlitz, 2019) 
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rejects, highlights the importance of basic equality, which is inadequately captured by 

Hassoun's positive chance account – specifically, that what to think of ethical consumption 

depends on the existing distribution of resources and opportunities. The paper's final part 

connects the impact on distributive justice and the need for an ethos to bring about desirable 

change. 

 

Consumption and social chance: Contrasting positive chance consumption and 

democratic consumption 

Under the heading Consumption and Social Chance  Hassoun takes up the theme of ethical 

consumption and the proper role of consumers in bringing about social change and 

distributive justice. Hassoun's book discusses various accounts of the ethics of social change. 

Hassoun argues that we should prefer the positive change consumption account to 

democratic accounts of ethical consumption.  

According to the positive change consumption account our obligations as 

consumers depend on the justness of institutions. Under just institutions, our consumption 

choices are 'essentially private' and subject to only a few restrictions, which pertain to the 

need for maintaining the aforementioned just institutions  (Hassoun, 2020, p. 147). Under 

unjust institutions, we cannot consume as we want. Under such circumstances, 'people may 

consume in ways that promote positive chance within whatever moral constraints exist’ 

(Hassoun, 2020, p. 148). The center stage on this account of ethical consumption is thus 

consequential, what matters is (within limits) what is brought about. We cannot here go into 

what could be covered by the moral constraints mentioned by Hassoun, but this formulation 

does not cover what we may call democratic constraints.   

 This is clear because Hassoun contrasts her positive change account with 

democratic accounts of consumption. As proponents of various versions of democratic 

consumption accounts, Hassoun highlights Christiano and Hussain. These accounts put 

further limits and specifications regarding how people may or should exercise their 

economic power. These pertain for Hussain to the importance of democratic processes in 

the quest for social change3– whereas it, according to Christiano, is more the importance of 

                                                           
3 As presented, among other places here: (Hussain, 2012; Hussain and Moriarty, 2018) 



4 
 

equal opportunities for influence.4   

 Should there be democratic limits in either Hussain's sense or Christiano's? 

Hassoun denies this. This article critically evaluates whether the reasons provided for this 

conclusion are convincing and whether we are given enough to accept the positive chance 

account of ethical consumption. One of the key proponents of democratic consumption is 

Hussain. According to this, consumption that aims to promote social change is acceptable, 

only when(Hassoun, 2020, p. 144):   

 

1) consumption does not deprive anyone their basic liberties 

2) consumption is directed at advancing an agenda framed in terms of a reasonable 

conception of the common good 

3) this issue has not been addressed by the formal democratic process. 

4) the process that guides the exercise of bargaining power is appropriately representative 

and deliberative.  

5) the process that guides the exercise of bargaining power generates standards and 

arguments that can be the basis of future legislation 

6) the overall effort aims to raise awareness of the issue and (if necessary) put it on the formal 

legislative agenda.  

Hassoun rejects condition 3-6 (Hassoun, 2020, pp. 154–158). I think especially the 

arguments put forward against 3, 5, and 6 are convincing as critiques of the formulations 

offered by Hussain.  

 It is, however, worth considering whether they could plausibly be reformulated 

to counter the critique. Against 3) Hassoun points out that even if a democratic assembly 

has considered something, we may still feel that they have made the wrong decision (or at 

least, an inadequate one), and should be free to consume for social change even though 

parliament passed some bill on the subject at hand (Hassoun, 2020, p. 154). I completely 

agree that such a restriction on private consumption seems absurd, and I am also willing to 

concede that Hassoun levels strong criticisms of 5 and 6. Overall it looks much too restrictive 

                                                           
4 Christiano’s views are presented here (Christiano, 2016, 2018) 
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that we must consume to raise awareness and pave the way for formal legislation. One 

reaction to this exchange would be to consider whether other formulations could make the 

democratic account more viable. Such formulations could be less demanding but still 

achieve what I consider important for Hussain – to prioritize democratic decision-making. 

Attempts to achieve this would be to include formulations that we should prefer democratic 

decisions to private change consumption when the former is as least as effective as the latter. 

However, Hassoun would probably agree with this. Other efforts to salvage this particular 

democratic chance account may similarly seek to make conditions 3, 5, and 6 less 

demanding.  

However, while much of what Hassoun says is convincing here, I am less 

inclined to buy her critique of the deliberative criteria 4). Against this, Hassoun offers 

various examples which suggest that we should prefer the positive change account. Several 

times Hassoun indicates that the case of FSC is a weighty argument to this effect. This case 

in the area of forest conservation is one where the inclusion of logging companies 'hinders 

the group's environmental aims' (Hassoun, 2020, p. 142) because it gives rise to concern 

that the label of FSC approvement is a greenwashing rather than something which brings 

about meaningful change. On the one hand I completely get the choice posed to us here: 

Why would we want a more deliberative and democratic process if the outcome is worse? 

The conjecture is that the democratic account would go for the worse outcome, and that we 

should therefor reject this account. The same kind of argument is offered later in discussions 

of child labor and child prostitution. Here, Hassoun writes that 'No one should purchase sex 

or even clothing from 5year old when better options exists even if people deliberate and 

conclude that they may' (Hassoun, 2020, p. 152).5 

I think these cases are far less powerfull and cannot carry the weight they are 

supposed to do in the argument. In the forrest loggin case there is a clear route open to those, 

who are sympathetic to the democratic account. It seems that they could simply reject that 

the depicted inclusion and deliberation is the kind they would embrace. And they would have 

good reasons to do so. Why should we consider the depicted arrangement as representative 

and deliberative? What are the logging companies representing exactly? Seemingly their 

own vested interests. Big companies are themselves undemocratic. The distribute internal 

                                                           
5 The qualification ‘if better options exist’ is more fitting for the clothing case than the sex case 
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influence over decisions according to ownership and existing hierarchies (Dahl, 1985; 

Piketty, 2020; Lippert-Rasmussen and Albertsen, 2021). They contradict in their very 

arrangement the notion of an equality in the wielding of market power. In addition to this, 

the described set-up seems to be one, where the companies wield a disproportionate amount 

of political power over the decisions within the FSC – this seems to be the exact kind of 

arrangement proponents of the democratic account would object to.  

 Similarly, proponents of the democratic account could question the 

deliberativeness of the process described in relation to the FSC.  Within the literature on 

deliberative democracy several writers put at least some limits on what kind of arguments 

can be put forward in the deliberative process (Cohen for example rules out arguments, 

which are not based on values broadly accepted by other). If Hassoun acknowledged this to 

a broader extent, I think it would be less likely that the deliberative process would or could 

be hijacked by big corporations and their vested interests. As such, proponents of the 

democratic chance account need not accept the posed trade-off between outcomes and 

process. In fact, they seem to have the resources to improve both process and outcome. I 

also believe that this would rule out the suggested upshot of deliberation on child labour and 

child prostitution. I do not see how a proper deliberative process could end up allowing child 

prostitution, and I do not think the democratic account should be taken to task for a 

willingness to allow this.  

 Someone who wants to defend Hussain's account of democratic consumption 

cannot, of course, as I have done above, concede that several of the requirements in it are 

flawed in significant ways. However, it remains a possible route to defend some of the 

criteria, especially some versions of 4).  

 Nonetheless, the principled challenge posed by Hassoun remains. Her positive 

chance account can 'explain why people may use their bargaining power'… 'when 

deliberation fails' (Hassoun, 2020, p. 152).  Arguing that deliberation may not fail or is 

unlikely to fail in the ways depicted by Hassoun takes nothing away from the fact that the 

positive change account offers a viable alternative if and when it does. But, given that even 

the positive chance account allows democratic procedures to sometimes trump outcomes 

(Hassoun, 2020, p. 146), the difference between the accounts clearly narrows.  

 



7 
 

The just/unjust institutions divide   

A second theme I would like to take up has to do with the recommendations of the positive 

change consumption account in various circumstances. Specifically, what it means under 

just and unjust circumstances. Under just institutions, Hassoun writes that people may 

generally consume what they want(Hassoun, 2020, p. 141).6 Under just institutions, we may 

consume as we want, knowing that the institutions will offset any bad externality associated 

with our choice. Under unjust institutions, we may, on the other hand, be required to 

consume and act to bring about positive change. But, and here is what Hassoun takes to be 

the main difference between her account and the democratic accounts, this consumption 

needs not to be democratic (Hassoun, 2020, p. 149). 

 Throughout the chapter I sometimes felt that different conceptions of 

democratic were being used. I think this is a consequence of the literature under discussion. 

But it matters, I believe, for the plausibility of the account. Sometimes it sounds like all 

consumption must be democratic in some sense of reflecting a fundamental equality, but on 

other occasions, it sounds like they must aim at creating democratic institutions or work 

through these. I believe the latter reading to be closest to Hussain's, while the former seems 

closer to Christiano. Many of the problems raised with Hussains account relate to this 

institutional focus. I think the former would be improved if the institutional focus was 

removed or made less prominent. As already argued, there might be more to be said for the 

deliberative or democratic process aspect of the account than for the particular connection 

to institutions.  

While it is (I think) often clear why the institutionalist kind of democratic 

consumption is not the one we should be striving for, it is less clear that the other is 

unimportant. It points to the fact that there is an inherent inequality in our ability to conduct 

ethical consumption because of the disparity of resources available to us. While this is 

mainly ascribed to Christiano, it is also part of the motivation for Hussian's claim that 

'citizens should be able to participate as equals in deciding how society will address 

important issues of common concern.' (cited on p. 150).  

The reply to this from Hassoun is that consumption should 'generally respect 

basic liberties and political equality' and that just institutions may compensate for any 

                                                           
6 I think with the later added restriction that they may not undermine democracy with this consumption (p. 148) 
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inequality created by the consumption(Hassoun, 2020, p. 150). However, this provides us 

with little information in terms of how we should think about the inequality already existing 

before the transaction (as opposed to the one the transaction might create), and it provides 

us with little guidance under unjust institutions where to instututions may be unable to 

correct such transaction-based deficiencies. 

 I was a little surprised that more was not said in reply to this concern (which 

also seems to be Christiano's concern). Not least because it is precisely those kinds of 

inequalities, which are at the very heart of the inequalities depicted earlier in the book, which 

clearly shows how differences in purchasing powers may translate into significant 

inequalities of how much concern is showed towards different people's disadvantages. 

Hassoun shows that 376.000 million dollars is spent on diabetes research, which accounts 

for 49,8 million DALYs of the global burden of disease. In contrast, only 10,400 million 

dollars is spent on HIV/AIDS, accounting for 88,7 million DALYs (Hassoun, 2020, p. 73). 

This does not reflect differences in demand but rather differences in the ability to pay. Based 

on this, it seems that unequal bargaining power in the global market is at the very heart of 

access to essential medicines. Perhaps we miss something important if it is not taken into 

account by our account of ethical consumption. I believe that we do.  

There are several reasons why we might want to incorporate attention to 

people's different bargaining power (and more broadly to their level of resources) into our 

understanding of positive change.7 Not least in the context of the global health impact 

labeling. The first has already been hinted at: If we have unequal resources, we also have 

unequal ability to affect the market and bring about positive change. Under unjust 

institutions and in the face of distributive injustice, the circumstances under which the 

obligation to buy GHI labeled products apply Thus, we have radically different opportunities 

to help those below the threshold of sufficient access. While we are perhaps all of us so 

accustomed to living in societies with those unequal opportunities, that should not blind us 

from the unfairness they generate.  

A second worry could and should be explored. This pertains to whether the duty 

Hassoun develops is unequally distributed. Recall that the driving thought is that we have a 

duty to buy GHI labeled products. Pharmaceutical companies produce the labeled products, 

                                                           
7 For such critiques of market inequalities seee (Sandel, 2013; Albertsen, 2019) 
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thus the products in question are various forms of medicines). The preceding critique 

pointed out that when social change is brought about through consumption, the change 

invariably reflects our unequal ability to pay. The critique developed briefly here is slightly 

different. Assume that Hassoun has successfully identified a duty to contribute to the access 

to essential medicines for poor and vulnerable people in low-income countries. Assume 

further, that if people by GHI labeled products, this would improve the situation for the 

people currently lacking such assess. But there is a need to take a step back and consider 

who this duty to buy the GHI labeled products are. We know that there is a stark social 

gradient in health. That for almost any disease, even in affluent societies, the risk of 

succumbing to them rises the lower you are in the social hierarchy.  Recall then that those 

under a duty to buy GHI labeled products are sick (or at least unwell) – or purchasing 

medicines for a sick member of their household. It may very well still be the case that the 

25-year-old unemployed women buying anxiety medicine, the student buying Imboprofen 

for an aching back, and the 75-year-old pensioner buying heart medicine all have a duty to 

choose the products labeled with GHI. But it remains a challenge, at least from the 

perspective of distributive justice, that the duty to improve access to essential medicine 

befalls these and not their healthy compatriots.   

 Perhaps this also gives rise to another concern, which is not elaborated here: If 

we assume that those under an obligation to consume GHI labelled products are willing to 

do so (perhaps even if it comes at a higher price), but also has adequate knowledge about 

how to fulfill their duty, we may have to question whether a GHI label is needed in the first 

place. At least the assumed willingness to fulfill our duty in this way could also be employed 

in different ways by donating to charities. This option would also be available to the healthy 

in better-off countries.  

 

Conclusion 

The global health impact labeling is an intriguing idea. It provides people with knowledge 

about the good they can do for others, and thus makes it possible for them to carry out a duty 

we may plausibly claim they have. Hassoun's discussion of the dominant alternative to the 

positive chance account of consumption, the democratic account, shows us why we should 

be careful not to hardwire ethical consumption to democratic institutions. Carefull thought 

should be given before we jettison the importance of democratic equality in shaping and 
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affecting the world around us. While this may be a feature of any kind of consumption, 

ethical or otherwise, the profound inequalities in our bargaining powers should be a cause 

for concern. Finally, the GHI labeling proposal should acknowledge a kind of inequality it 

introduces, not in terms of our ability to affect the world but also in who the duty to ensure 

access to medicine is placed upon. Saying that those who need medicines should consume 

to ensure acess for the world's poor cannot mean that the healthy and those who do not need 

to buy medicine for themselves and their loved ones are off the hook.  
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