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Abstract

Objective: To evaluate the impact of various pharmaceutical promotional tools like Sponsorship, Scientific 
promotional tools, Personal touch tools & Common promotional tools on the doctor’s prescription 
behavior.

Data sources: Data sources included the following: Articles/studies/trials from the period of 2003 to 2016 
on different promotional tools used by the pharmaceutical companies in various countries and its impact on 
the doctor’s prescription behavior across the specialty.

Study selection: Total 112 articles reviewed from the different countries which talk about the various 
pharmaceutical promotional tools, the role of medical representative, the role of policy makers & corporate 
social responsibility and its impact on the doctor’s prescription habit and his/her behavior. 20 studies met 
these criteria.

Data extraction: Information extracted from following topics: physicians’ attitudes toward drug Industry 
interactions, promotional tools used by pharmaceutical companies in different countries & changes in physicians’ 
prescribing behavior as a result of a promotional tool.

Data synthesis: Factors which affect doctor’s prescription behavior like frequency of sales representative 
visits, participation of doctor in company sponsored training courses or medical educations, internet based 
communication, conference (Local and international), opinion leader, journals, CSR, visit frequency of sales 
person, cost factor, brand effectiveness, company standards, payment for clinical trials, drug detailing and 
doctor’s prescription decision, sample, gift, reimbursement & scientific literature. All three types of interactions 
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affect physicians’ prescribing behavior at a certain level; identify the factor which influences the most at specialty 
and its impact on the consumers, i.e. patients.

Conclusion: Physicians are affected by their interactions with the pharmaceutical industry. Factor which 
influences the most may vary from country & at specialty level. Change in government policy may affect the 
promotion tool & further research needs to be done at the local level in most cases to identify appropriate tool 
which influences doctors’ prescription habit.

Keywords: Pharmaceutical industry, Promotional tool, Prescription, Medical representative.

Introduction1. 

Healthcare professionals are the major targets of pharmaceutical companies mainly because of two 
reasons: Firstly, physicians are the key decision-makers in selecting specific drugs/brand for their patients’ 
prescriptions; and secondly, companies are banned by law from advertising their prescription drugs 
directly-to-consumers (except in the US and New Zealand). Medical representatives are the most common 
communication channel to access healthcare professionals and inform them about brand /new drugs by 
pharmaceutical companies (personal selling).1 In the past 20 years, doctor and pharmaceutical industry 
relationships have received considerable attention and many studies published to establish relationship 
between different tools used by pharmaceutical company to greet doctor.2

The impact of the various promotional tools on prescription many vary from one to another tool. The 
purpose of this review article is to identify a different kind of promotional tool used by the pharmaceutical 
company and highlight the most impactful tool in a prescription generation.

Method2. 

This review article summarizes the studies which deal with 4 types of physician-industry interactions and 
its impact on physician’s prescription habit.

1.	 Sponsorship promotional interactions (sponsorship for travel, stay and sponsoring high value 
personal and professional gifts).

2.	 Common promotional interactions (regular visits to a medical representative, low-value gifts, 
and physician sample).

3.	 Personal interaction (Personality of company’s representative, greeting doctors and family 
members on personal occasions and sending personalized message through SMS or email).

4.	 Scientific promotional interaction (Scientific study material like journals, textbooks and literature 
and activities like organization of free disease detection camps and participation by the company 
in Conferences).

Current review article includes articles/studies/trials from the period of 2003 to 2016 on different 
promotional tools used by the pharmaceutical companies in various countries and its impact on the doctor’s 
prescription behavior across the specialty. Total 112 articles reviewed from the different countries which 
talk about the various pharmaceutical promotional tool, the role of medical representative, the role of 
policy makers & corporate social responsibility and its impact on the doctor’s prescription habit and his/
her behavior.
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Results3. 

A total of 20 studies fit the criteria: 12 studies deal with various pharmaceutical promotion tools, 5 studies 
with medical representative’s effectiveness and its impact, 2 studies are related to physician payment for a 
clinical trial or as an advisory and 1 study deals with corporate social activity and its impact on physician’s 
behavior. (Some studies reported on more than one topic.)

Frequency of Doctor-industry Interaction

Hassan S.A.3 reviewed that majority of the doctors is thinking positively about the visit of medical 
representatives. Most of the medical representatives visit fortnightly, however the frequency of visits 
may vary from daily to monthly3. The rate of MRs (medical representatives) visits to the doctor depends 
upon the patient burden of a doctor; a physician with high patients has more number of visits of medical 
representatives. Doctor with high visit rate of MRs receives more number of promotional inputs from 
pharmaceutical company compared to other. Medical representative visit affects the doctor’s behavior and 
his/her prescription habit4.

Doctor’s Attitudes Toward Interactions

Most physicians welcomed the visit of the MRs but some of them have their own criteria for choosing 
the MRs for regular visits such as personal style, company and the kind of drugs they offer etc. Although 
physicians were aware that the MRs could influence their prescribing decision, they welcome MRs to visit 
them and consider receiving free samples, gifts and various kinds of support as a normal practice5. 43.4% 
doctors believe that MRs gave their focus on selling their products, very few doctors believed that MRs 
focused on the scientific background of their product. 38.6% doctors believed that most drug promoters 
had a negative attitude regarding competitor’s product6.

Sponsorship Promotional Interactions

Sponsorship promotional tool includes sponsorship for travel, sponsorship for a stay in the conference, 
and sponsoring high value personal and professional gifts7. Sponsorship is the most common tool used 
in pharmaceutical industry as it gives very fast result in terms of business. Many studies confirm that 
sponsorship influence the prescribing behavior of doctor as well as it affect the doctor’s behavior toward 
the representative and company7, 8, 5. Some countries have strict rules and regulation to control unethical 
practice for the benefit of the patient. Payment for a clinical trial is another kind of sponsorship promotion 
tool. Companies pay a grant to the doctor to conduct a clinical trial, but without proper control, this kind 
of grant influences the doctor’s prescription pattern9.

Common Promotional Interactions

The common promotional tool includes regular visits of a medical representative, low-value gifts, and 
physician sample7. Regular visits of medical representative and low-value gifts help to build rapport 
between MR and doctor; ultimately it turns into the business. Doctors perceive it as a least important tool 
in changing their prescription habit7. Further, the value of the business is also significantly less compared 
to sponsorship promotional interaction. Common promotional tools like office stationary include pen, 
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chit pads, table tops and physician samples are mostly accepted physician gift. Physicians accepting gifts 
from MRs were six times more likely to get influenced than those who did not accept any gifts in their 
prescribing decisions6.

Personal Interactions

Personal Touch includes personality of company’s representative, greeting doctors and family members on 
personal occasions and sending personalized message through SMS or email7. Pharmaceutical companies 
depended on the effectiveness and efficiency of their MRs, so company trains MRs how to observe and assess 
doctors’ personalities and preferences during a training session after recruitment. MRs gathered doctors’ 
personal information such as family and lifestyle details, hobby, personal interests, etc, and according to 
that MRs categorizes doctor in mainly 4 types.

1.	 Directing type: Doctors who have strong values and maintain their dignity.

2.	 Thinking type: Quiet in nature, they take the time to think before making any decision.

3.	 Affiliating type: These doctors welcome the MRs, they like to listen to them and also express 
their opinions.

4.	 Expressing type: These doctors often dominate the conversation while talking to the MRs, 
they hardly listen carefully to what the MRs say and usually do not prescribe the products on 
offer.

According to the nature of doctor, the company plans the personalized promotional input for the 
doctor to change doctor’s prescription behavior10. Although personal interaction has a significant effect on 
doctor’s prescribing behavior; it needs to plan with caution as it touches personal feeling and sometimes 
shows a negative impact on doctor’s prescribing behavior7.

Scientific Promotional Interaction

Scientific promotional tools include scientific study material like journals, textbooks and literature and 
activities like organization of free disease detection camps and participation by the company in conferences, 
CMEs & webinars7. Scientific literature by pharmaceutical companies forms a very important source of 
information to the practicing physician, who many-a-times are not able to access other more reliable sources 
of information due to their busy schedule, and other reasons11. Medical representatives are an important 
source of information for general practitioner but specialists are not considering them as an important source 
of information1. Continues medical education (CME) organized by or sponsored pharmaceutical company 
is to be considered as a good source of information by the general practitioner as well by a specialist. The 
quality of CME depends on the topic of the CME as well as the speaker of the CME. A good CME has 
significant effects on the prescribing behavior of physician7.

Corporate Social Responsibility

Corporate social responsibility can assist companies to cultivate good rapport, produce a positive business 
image and deal with stakeholders’ social interests. In pharmaceutical industry, CSR helps to develop loyalty 
of doctor towards company’s product. CSR positively impact physician prescribing behavior12.
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Discussion and Conclusion4. 

All the promotional tools used by the pharmaceutical companies affect physician’s prescription habit at 
some extent. But the level of impact depends upon the nature of doctor, doctor’s qualification and his/her 
attitude toward the company and representative. Although physicians are more prone towards scientific and 
sponsorship promotional tools but the need of personal interaction and a regular visit cannot be neglected. 
Regular visit of medical representative reminds doctor about the investment of pharmaceutical company 
and need for return on investment in terms of prescription.

To track the impact of the promotional tool on doctor’s prescription, pharmaceutical companies 
generally use an ROI tracking system which unveils actual impact of the promotional tool on prescription. In 
personal promotional tool, currently closed loop marketing is catching an eye of pharmaceutical marketers. 
Multichannel closed loop marketing helps pharmaceutical companies to convey personalized message, 
analyzed the hidden need and evolving their customers into a conversation which ultimately leads to brand 
reminding and turn into business21.

In conclusion, each tool has its own impact. Collaborative and holistic approach is required to generate 
maximum prescription. One tool may be appropriate, but it may not attract another customer. One medical 
representative has more number of doctors, so as a strategist holistic approach is more preferable to attract 
the attention of a maximum number of doctors.
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