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ABSTRACT

Aim: To explore the opinion from various health care professionals towards medicine promotion and its influence
on prescribing practices. Materials and Methods: A pretested questionnaire was prepared and circulated among
various faculties of Medical, Dental and Pharmacy colleges using an online survey portal ‘Surveymonkey’. Results:
A total of 156 responses were collected. Out of 156 respondents, there were 58 doctors, 32 interns, 20 dentists and
46 pharmacists. The data was analysed using Microsoft excel and presented below. Conclusion: Drug promotional
activities cannot be considered as a trusted source of medical information. Some of the pharmaceutical companies
aggressively promote the drugs for their financial gains by hiding the safety profile, gives false claims and promote
irrational fixed dose combination. Inspite of all these, the pharmaceutical companies still influence the prescribing
doctors by giving gifts, incentives, sponsoring CMEs/conferences and arranging tours. So, the health care personal
should not depend on the drug promotion as the trusted source of drug information and should not involve in
profit making. There are numerous scopes for new laws and regulations for identifying and penalizing these
unethical practices. But apart from these laws it is one’s own responsibilities and conscience that have to be
altered. Everyone in the health care sector should have social responsibility and work for patient safety and benefit
rather than personal financial gains.
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INTRODUCTION

Every one of us knows that the physician’s prescribing
practices vary across the globe. His prescribing
practices are influenced by so many factors like and
not limited to the following; his level of knowledge,
his colleagues / seniors, textbooks, journals, internet,
conferences, media and last but not the least drug
promotion [1]. Among these factors the most
vulnerable factor for errors, bias and influence is drug
promotion. Now a day, physicians are misinformed or
misguided by the manufacturers merely for their
financial gains. It is a known fact that Pharmaceutical
companies spend huge amount of money towards

medicine promotion. It uses different means of
promotion like sales representatives, free samples,
advertisements in media, and sponsorship of
educational events and conferences. [2] These
promotional activities influence doctors which give
way for inappropriate prescribing and contribute to
increased health care costs without necessarily
benefiting the patients. [3] One of the study
estimates that U.S. pharmaceutical industry spends
almost twice as much on promotion as it does on
research and development. [4] In another study
which was carried out in 2005, money spent on
United States was

medicine  promotion in
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approximately $57 billion [5]. Different means of
medicine promotions in United States are free
samples (56%), pharmaceutical sales representative
"detailing" physicians (25%), direct to user advertising
(12.5%), detailing to hospitals (4%) and journal ads
(2%) [6]. On the other hand, there are so many
benefits of this drug promotion. It mainly helps in
rapid distribution of the scientific information / data
gained from clinical trials to the entire health care
professionals.

But ideally, physicians' prescribing habits should be
based on rational pharmacotherapy processes which
include choosing appropriate drugs with desired dose
and duration, among the various available options,
which can be beneficial to both the patient and health
care system. [7]

These pharmaceutical companies sometimes promote
the drugs unethically by hiding their safety profiles, by
exaggerated efficacy claims of ‘me too drugs,
irrational drug combinations and off label use. By
doing so, they influence the doctors prescribing
attitudes. Who s
irrationalities and unethical practices? Is it the

responsible for all these

pharmaceutical companies or the health care
professionals? Both have to be blamed since the
doctors also blindly over-prescribe the drugs for
minor financial benefits / margin of the profits gained
by selling these drugs. Sometimes doctors even
demand incentives and their association threaten to
stop prescribing the companies drugs that do not
comply with their demands for sponsorship.

There are numerous studies which tried to explore
the irrationalities from only one angle i.e the
pharmaceuticals drug promotional literature [8, 9,
10]. The present study is an attempt in small scale to
explore the opinion from various health care
professionals towards medicine promotion and its
influence on prescribing practices.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

It was a questionnaire based study which was
conducted between April and May 2014. (Figure 1).
The participants were asked to choose from various
options provided and also space was given for their

opinion which was not included in the options.
Responses were collected, analyzed and is presented
below. Data were expressed as counts and
percentages.

OBSERVATIONS AND RESULTS

A total of 156 responses were collected. The data was
analysed using Microsoft excel and presented below.
Out of 156 respondents, there were 58 doctors, 32
interns, 20 dentists and 46 pharmacists. The
respondents’ opinion regarding the source of
information a prescriber should prefer is depicted in
graph 1. The factors affecting the prescribers’ attitude
is shown in graph 2. The most important factor a
should prescribing
according to the respondents is safety and efficacy of
a drug (67.30%), other factors are cost (25.64%) and
local availability (7.05%).

Majority of the respondents i.e 96 (61.53%) believe
that drug promotion leads to self medication and
patient doesn’t go to a health care professional for his
illness. While 42 (26.92%) respondents believe that
patient draws inappropriate conclusions about the

prescriber consider  while

product since there is no check on the quality of drug
promotion, only 18 (11.53%) respondents believe that
drug promotion using internet and other media
provides information about various drugs which
increases the patient compliance and final outcome.

Respondents’ opinion regarding drug promotion using
medical representatives is shown in Table 1. Opinion
regarding the quality of information provided by the
medical representatives is shown in graph 3. Opinions
of respondents on ethical aspects of drug promotion
by manufacturers were varied and shown in Table 2.

Interventions which can be taken to stop misleading
drug promotional activities according to the
respondents are shown in Graph 4. Involvement of
media against unethical drug promotion was
suggested by majority of the respondents. Measures
to be taken to reduce the influence of drug
promotion on prescribing practices are given in graph
5. In that, use of generics was suggested by majority

of the respondents.
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Kindly answer all the question, mark the single best choice for a question.

1. By profession youare &
o Doctor/Specialist
o Intern
o Dentist
o  Pharmacist
2. What trusted source of information a prescriber should prefer while prescribing drugs
Textbooks
Journals
Drug promotional literatures
Drug reference guides (CIMS)
Indian Pharmacopocia
Conference proceedings
Internet (Medline)
3. According to your opinion, which factors affect prescribing?
o Knowledge of prescriber
o Drug promotion
o Colleagues / Seniors
o Updates from clinical trials
4. What is the most imp factor a pi iber should ider while prescribing a drug?
o Safety / Efficacy of a drug
o Costto the patient
o Local availability
5. What is your opinion regarding drug promotion using internet and other media?
o It provides information about various drugs which i the patient compli and final
o There is no check on drug promotion and patient draws inappropriate conclusions about the product
o It leads to self medication and patient doesn’t go to a health care professional for his illness
6. Answer Ycs or No regarding drug promotion using medical representatives
o It updates prescribers’ knowledge about  drug
o It helps in rational prescription
©  Prescriber becomes obliged after receiving benefits from the manufacturers
o Manufacturers promote off label use of some medicines to make profit
7. Your opinion regarding the quality of information provided by the medical repr ives end adverti about the drugs?
Provide useful and accurate information of drugs
Ov phasi dicines’ effects
Hide the complete safety profile of 2 drug
Drug information is biased and too commercial
8. Whether the followi by fi for drug ion cthical? Answer Yes or No

bl

& the
. Conducting conferences/CMEs for promoting their ptodu::ts

0O0000O00

0000

b. Distributing free medicines during every visit by a medical representative or during & medical camp
c.  Giving margin/p age or profit obtained after the sale of their products through prescribers/ph
d.  Arranging tours/Trips
e.  Arranging private dinners/party
£ Gifts

9.  What interventions can be taken to stop misleading drug promotional activities
o  Educati ib diy ial and biased drug promotion

gthe garding
o Strict regulations by the health authorities against any misleading drug promotion
o Involvement of media against unethical drug promotion
o Others
10. Measures to be taken to reduce the influence of drug promotion on prescribing practices.
©  Promoting the use of generics
o Incorporate the concept of drug promotion at undergraduate level
o Conti h on drug p i
O Creating policies and guidelines for drug promotion

Figure 1: A pretested questionnaire
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Graph 1: Respondents opinion regarding the trusted source of drug information

knowledge of Colleagues/Seniors  Drug promotion Updates from

prescriber clinical trials

Graph 2: Factors which affect prescribers’ attitude according to respondents

Table 1: Opinion regarding drug promotion using medical representatives

RESPONSES YES NO
It updates prescribers’ knowledge about a drug 25 (16.03%) 131 (83.97%)
It helps in rational prescription 30 (19.23%) 126 (80.77%)
Prescriber becomes obliged after receiving benefits
145 (92.95%) 11 (7.05%)

from the manufacturers
Manufacturers promote off label use of some

L . 109 (69.88%) 47 (30.12%)
medicines to make profit

¢

Graph 3: Quality of information provided by the medical representatives

B Provide useful and accurate
information of drugs

M over--emphasize medicines’
effectiveness

1 Hide the the complete safety profile
of a drug

B Drug information is biased and too
commercial
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Table 2: Ethical aspects of drug promotion by manufacturers
RESPONSES YES NO
Conducting conferences/CMEs for promoting their

128 (82.05%) 28 (17.95)
products

Distributing free medicines during every visit by a medical
. ) . 88 (56.41%) 68 (43.59%)
representative or during a medical camp

Giving margin/percentage or profit obtained after the sale
s . . 27 (17.30%) 129 (82.69%)
of their products through prescribers/pharmacists

Arranging tours/Trips 13 (8.33%) 143 (91.67%)

Arranging private dinners/party 8 (5.13%) 148 (94.87%)

Gifts 5 (3.20%) 151 (97.79%)
1% 3%

B Educating the prescribers
regarding commercial and
biased drug promotion

B Strict regulations by the
health authorities against
any misleading drug
promotion

A

70% Involvement of media
against unethical drug
promotion

Graph 4: Interventions that can be taken to stop misleading drug promotion

Creating policies and guidelines for drug a4
promotion

. . 8
Continuous research on drug promotion '

Incorporate the concept of drug - 23

promotion at undergraduate level

Promoting the use of generics 81

Graph 5: measures to be taken to reduce the influence of drug promotion on prescribing.
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DISCUSSION

Health care professionals should always depend on
the trusted source of information, since patient care
is the prime goal of all the health care activities. In
our study, around 50% of the respondents opined
that textbooks and drug reference guides are the
trusted source of information. But, 13% believed that
drug promotional literature also is a trusted source.
To make profit out of their products, the companies’
drug promotional literature usually hides the safety
profile, gives false claims, promote irrational fixed
dose combination. Since, one of the previous studies
[8] concluded that while preparing these promotional
literature the manufacturers did not even follow the
WHO guidelines, we can say that these drug
promotional literature should not be considered as a
trusted source of information.

There are so many factors which affect the
prescribing attitude of a doctor. In our study 81
respondents opined that the doctors’ knowledge
affects the most. Yes, it is true, since whatever
knowledge he has accumulated during his career will
be utilized for rational prescribing. But 44
respondents believe that drug promotion also affect
his prescribing attitude. In reality most of the doctors
have no time for referring the literature for the recent
advances like newly approved drugs or fixed dose
combinations. So he has to depend on the
promotional literature prepared by the
manufacturers. The information contained in this
might be biased as we have seen earlier. So for the
ultimate patients’ safety prescribers should not be
influenced by the pharmaceutical companies.

With the advancement of computer and internet
technology, consumers are using the Internet to
access health related information and health products
including drugs. The Internet also creates a new
marketplace for illegal activity such as the sale of
unapproved new drugs, or products marketed with
fraudulent health claims [11]. Categories of drugs sold
are those with extraordinary claims like height grow,
drugs to increase sexual drive, drugs for erectile
dysfunction etc. While some dispense drugs only after
obtaining a copy of prescription by a registered
doctor majority of the online drug store sell the drugs
without the need of prescription by a doctor.

1JPBS [Volume 4] Issue 3 [JUL-SEPT[2014[113-119

Consumers may have difficulty identifying which sites
sell the authentic products. So, caution should be
exercised and awareness should be raised among the
consumers regarding these activities by patient
education. Also, there should be a check on these
activities by appropriate regulatory bodies.

In drug promotion, these pharmaceutical companies
use one more important mode to directly influence
the doctors. Yes, it is through medical
representatives. These reps attract health care
professionals towards their products by giving gifs
(ranging from pens/pads to expensive foreign
tours/trips). Such activities are deep rooted into our
health care sector. Each and every doctor is involved
in such activities inspite of knowing it to be unethical
according to the medical code of conduct [12].
Regarding the ethical aspects of distributing free
samples to the physician or to the patients during free
medical camps the respondents’ opinion was almost
equal, i.e 56% said its ethical and 44% it is unethical.
In India there is no law / regulation on free sample
distribution. So, as far as the motto of the
pharmaceutical industry is to help the poor patients
by distributing free samples (health promotion) then
it is ethical but if the aim is to popularize their drug
(drug promotion) then it is unethical. Regarding
sponsoring conferences/CMEs by the pharmaceutical
companies 82% of respondents said it is ethical. But,
if the company advertises their products during these
programmes then it becomes unethical.

Around 52% of the respondents believe that
promoting the use of generics will reduce the
influence of pharmaceutical companies on the
prescribers and 28% believe that creating policies and
guidelines for drug promotion will do that job.
Actually, pharmaceutical companies manufacture
drugs that are developed from research. After
approval from the regulatory bodies, these drugs are
patented which can last up to 20 years (Differ country
wise) [13]. During this period, they get exclusive rights
to sell the drugs under their brand names and make
maximum profits. Other drug companies can
manufacture these drugs (generics) only after the
expiry of patent. Patient gets these generic drugs at a
lower cost than their branded counterparts. So, if the
time period of the patent is reduced the generics

International Journal of Pharmacy and Biological Sciences (e-ISSN: 2230-7605)

Rohit Dixit* et al

Int ) Pharm Bio Sci

www.ijpbs.com or www.ijpbsonline.com




Page]. 1 9

of Pharmacy
@ g,

Available Online through
www.ijpbs.com (or) www.ijpbsonline.com

come into market sooner and patient will be
benefited by this.

CONCLUSION

There are so many irrationalities and unethical
practices prevailing in the health care segment and
the ultimate sufferer is the patient. Therefore, the
health care professional should not depend on these
promotional activities as the trusted source of drug
information rather should depend on textbooks,
journals etc. There are numerous scopes for new laws
and regulations for identifying and penalizing these
unethical practices. These include mandated
disclosure by pharmaceutical companies of the
expenditure incurred on drug promotion and
disqualification of the product and penalty on the
company for unethical drug promotional literature.
No laws or regulations can ever change the scenario.
It is responsibilities, attitude and

conscience that have to be altered and everyone

one’s own

should work as if the ultimate motto is patient safety
and benefit rather than personal financial gains. By
doing so, at each and every step of health care
delivery; improvements can be achieved as a whole.
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