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The medical profession and the pharmaceutical industry:
when will we open our eyes?
Kerry J Breen

There is evidence that drug-marketing techniques affect doctors’ prescribing practices. This has
ethical implications for doctors, as it affects the trust required in the doctor–patient relationship.
Doctors need to recognise they are affected by drug marketing, and take steps to maintain their
independence from the pharmaceutical industry. (MJA 2004; 180: 409-410)
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porcupine”1 of the pharmaceutical industry2-6 it is disappointing that leaders of the profession in Australia appear in
denial about the influence of the industry on such things as
the prescribing patterns of doctors, the clinical research
agenda, and bias in the publication of pharmaceutical
research findings.7-9 The most striking denial is that of the
effect of pharmaceutical promotion of various kinds on the
prescribing practices of doctors.8,9 Here I wish to:
■ acknowledge that the issues surrounding the relations
between the medical profession and industry are not unidimensional;
■ draw attention to the overwhelming evidence that our
prescribing habits are open to industry influence;
■ remind doctors of the key ethical issues which are at
stake; and
■ offer pragmatic suggestions for finding ways of reducing
the dependence of the medical profession on support from
the industry.
As remarked by an industry executive 40 years ago, 10 the
medical profession must look at its own conduct and not
place responsibility on the pharmaceutical industry.
Within the pharmaceutical industry, at least two independent sections interact with doctors and the healthcare
system: the drug development/research section, and the
drug promotion/advertising section. The former has made
major contributions to health improvements in the developed world, and its role is more comfortably acknowledged
by doctors than is the drug promotion section. More than
half the biomedical research being done in the United States
is now privately funded, with sponsors able to set the
research agenda.4 The pharmaceutical industry has learnt to
influence our prescribing behaviour indirectly, and uses
“opinion leaders” from within the profession to promote its
products and to help identify its research agenda.11,12 There
is also clear evidence of publication bias, selective publication and selective reporting of sponsored clinical trials.3,13
However, I do not want to explore these and other important research-related issues here.
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Some of the available evidence about doctors’
prescribing habits
■ Most doctors deny that gifts from the industry influence their
■
■
■
■

■

prescribing.14
The number of gifts received correlates with the belief that seeing
representatives does not influence prescribing.14
80%–95% of doctors see industry representatives regularly.4
More frequent contact is linked to unnecessary prescribing and
to increased use of new drugs.14,15
Attendance at sponsored conferences is associated with
increased prescribing of the sponsor’s product. This increase can
be seen for the next 6 months.14
It is estimated that industry spends about $21 000 per year per
practising doctor on drug promotion.16

Rather, I will focus on the very strong evidence regarding
the effectiveness of industry activities on prescribing practices (Box). In identifying this compelling evidence, I accept
that the pharmaceutical industry mostly consists of public
companies with legally mandated responsibilities to shareholders and legitimate rights to promote their products. My
criticism is of the naïveté of doctors and/or their unwillingness to accept overwhelming evidence that the techniques
used by the industry to increase prescribing of their products actually work.
Doctors interact with the pharmaceutical industry in
various ways. Most common are direct face-to-face visits
from company representatives (referred to as “drug reps”
rather than “sales reps”). Also common are indirect interactions via a wide range of marketing techniques, including
direct mailing, advertising in medical journals and medical
newspapers, and sponsorship of medical conferences and
medical products (such as computer software).
For a smaller proportion of the profession, the interactions may be through involvement in clinical trials or in
industry advisory groups, speakers’ panels and the like.
Although only a select few play these latter roles, they are
greatly valued by the pharmaceutical industry as “opinion
leaders” in shaping the views of the rest of the profession,
especially for new medications.11,12
In addition to drug promotion, the industry seeks to alter our
prescribing patterns by other means. These include “illness
promotion” (using public awareness campaigns in the general
media to encourage more people to seek new treatments) and
support for patient-help organisations (again indirectly encouraging more patients to present to doctors identifying either
their ailment or its desired drug treatment).2,17-19
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There is nothing inherently improper about any of these
interactions, provided that the medical profession, collectively and individually, is fully and openly aware of the effect
of the interactions, that all such interactions are transparent
to the community, and that doctors are capable of negating
any undesirable effects on their prescribing habits. At
present, none of these provisions are being met.
The ethical issues at stake here for most practising clinicians
are simple to identify but complex to resolve. To be a medical
“professional” implies that patients can rely upon the independence and trustworthiness of any advice or treatment
proffered.20 It is a significant ethical failing to aspire to such
independence and to the respect and trust that underpin an
effective doctor–patient relationship while wilfully or ignorantly
denying the evidence that the pharmaceutical industry does
affect our prescribing behaviour. The impropriety of this stance
is compounded by information asymmetry (where the patient
is almost always dependent upon the doctor for information
and guidance about medications) and by the fact that the
prescribed drugs are usually subsidised by public funds.16
Most doctors seem to genuinely perceive they are immune
to such influences, seeing themselves as acting only on the
best available evidence in the interests of their patients.14 To
change this perception, a new and systematic approach to
these ethical issues is warranted. These issues are not new,
but their significance has increased in parallel with the
growth of the size, power and influence of the pharmaceutical industry. The medical profession needs to confront these
issues before a concerned public forces us to do so. The
pharmaceutical industry has had sufficient awareness of
public opinion to see the need to strengthen its code;21
surely the medical profession might also have the initiative to
re-examine its performance in this area?
If we agree that these are significant ethical issues, what
practical steps can the profession, and the institutions and
healthcare structures in which we work, take to maintain
community trust? Several writers have proposed a range of
suggestions.5,6,14,16,22 Ideas of special relevance include the
Australian website that critically monitors drug advertising
(www.healthyskepticism.org/adwatch.asp)10 and the American Medical Student Association’s campaign “PharmFree”,
which is based on another US initiative, “No Free Lunch”.5
Apart from doctors choosing not to see pharmaceutical
company representatives (a very simple step which I took a
decade ago), readily achievable steps include adoption of
policies by hospitals, colleges and professional associations
to make those organisations and their staff or members more
independent of the industry. Such policies might include:
■ funding directly (from hospital budgets and doctors’ contributions) the catering and other facilities needed to promote
continuing education of staff, more especially, but not solely,
the education programs provided for junior doctors;
■ taking formal, publicly announced decisions to reduce
financial reliance on the pharmaceutical industry in all
areas; and
■ developing and policing procedures for identifying and
dealing with conflicts of interest for staff and the organisation in regard to the use of pharmaceutical industry support.
In addition, our medical school faculties and medical
colleges must ensure that the ethical issues surrounding
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relationships with the pharmaceutical industry are included
in medical student and postgraduate training programs, and
that knowledge and attitudes of students and trainees to the
industry are included in formal assessment. As the World
Medical Association has reviewed its code of conduct about
relationships with the industry,23 so too our responsible
bodies (medical boards, medical colleges and professional
associations) should critically review their codes and take
whatever steps are available to them to enforce these codes.
It is surely time for leaders of the profession to truly open
their eyes to these issues.
Acknowledgements
Valuable advice from Professor Bryan Campbell, Dr Sandra Hacker and Associate
Professor Colin Thomson regarding drafts of this article is gratefully acknowledged.

Competing interests
None identified.

References
1. Wager E. How to dance with porcupines: rules and guidelines on doctors’
relations with drug companies. BMJ 2003; 326: 1196-1198.
2. Herxheimer A. Relationships between the pharmaceutical industry and patients’
organisations. BMJ 2003; 326: 1208-1210.
3. Lexchin J, Bero LA, Djulbergovic B, Clark O. Pharmaceutical industry sponsorship and research outcome and quality: systematic review. BMJ 2003; 326:
1167-1170.
4. Moynihan R. Who pays for the pizza? Redefining the relationships between
doctors and drug companies. 1: Entanglement. BMJ 2003; 326: 1189-1192.
5. Moynihan R. Who pays for the pizza? Redefining the relationships between
doctors and drug companies. 2: Disentanglement. BMJ 2003; 326: 1193-1196.
6. Abbasi K, Smith R. No more free lunches [editorial]. BMJ 2003; 326: 1155-1156.
7. Martin TJ, Seeman E. Why there is no conflict of interest on drugs. The Age
(Melbourne) 2003; December 23. Available at: www.theage.com.au/articles/
2003/12/22/1071941669333.html (accessed Feb 2004).
8. Haikerwal M. Code sends wrong message. Aust Med 2003; December 1-15: 4.
9. McLean B. Drug gift influence denied. Aust Doctor 2002; February 15: 11.
10. Mansfield PR. Healthy Skepticism’s new AdWatch: understanding drug promotion Med J Aust 2003; 179: 644-645.
11. Liberati A, Magrini N. Information from drug companies and opinion leaders
[editorial]. BMJ 2003; 326: 1156-1157.
12. Collier J, Iheanacho I. The pharmaceutical industry as informant. Lancet 2002;
360: 1405-1409.
13. Melander H, Ahlqvist-Rastad J, Meijer G, Beerman B. Evidence b(i)ased
medicine — selective reporting by pharmaceutical industry: review of studies in
new drug applications. BMJ 2003; 326: 1171-1173.
14. Wazana A. Physicians and the pharmaceutical industry. JAMA 2000; 283: 373-380.
15. Watkins C, Moore L, Harvey I, et al. Characteristics of general practitioners who
frequently see drug industry representatives: national cross sectional study. BMJ
2003; 326: 1178-1179.
16. Jureidini J, Mansfield P. Does drug promotion adversely influence doctors’
abilities to make the best decisions for patients? Australas Psychiatry 2001; 9:
95-99.
17. Moynihan R, Heath I, Henry D. Selling sickness: the pharmaceutical industry and
disease mongering. BMJ 2002; 324: 886-890.
18. Moynihan R. US seniors group attacks pharmaceutical industry “fronts” [news].
BMJ 2003; 326: 351.
19. Vitry A. Is Australia free from direct-to-the consumer advertising? Aust Prescriber
2004; 27: 4-6.
20. Wynia MK, Latham SR, Kao AC, et al. Medical professionalism in society. N Engl
J Med 1999; 341: 1612-1616.
21. Medicines Australia. Code of conduct edition 14. Canberra: Medicines Australia,
2002. Available at: www.medicinesaustralia.com.au/html/coc_full.asp (accessed
Feb 2004).
22. Moynihan R. Drug company sponsorship could be replaced at a fraction of the
cost [news]. BMJ 2003; 326: 1163.
23. Mayor S. World body reviews doctors links to drug industry [news]. BMJ 2003;
326: 1165.
❏

(Received 29 Jan 2004, accepted 19 Feb 2004)

MJA

Vol 180

19 April 2004

