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The engineering of consent 

• Edward Bernays, the father 
of PR,was hired by the 
American Tobacco Company 
to enourage smoking 
among women. With the 
help of psychoanalyst AA 
Brill, Bernays sold cigarettes 
as a symbol of freedom. 

 



Public relations techniques are also 
used to sell drugs 

• There are more than 10,000 drugs in the 

US pharmaceutical market 

• More than half of promotional 

expenditures are concentrated on the 

top-selling 50 drugs* 

*Ma J et al. Clin Ther 2003;25(5):1503-17 



Promotion encourages irrational 

prescribing 

• In 2009, antipsychotics were the 
top-selling drug class in the U.S.,  

• Antipsychotics constituted $14.6 
billion in sales* 

• The majority of these sales were 
for expensive atypicals 

• Many sales are for off-label uses 
       *IMS Health Top line industry data ( imshealth.com)  



Physicians are not aware  
of labeled drug indications 

 A study of 600 
psychiatrists and 599 
primary care physicians 
found that physicians 
could correctly identify  
approved drug-
indication pairs only half 
the time 

• 42% prescribed quetiapine 
for dementia with agitation; 
one in five erroneously 
believed  this was an FDA-
approved indication 
 

• 72% prescribed lorazepam  
for chronic anxiety; one in 
three erroneously believed 
this was an FDA-approved 
indication. In fact the label 
specifically warns against 
this use. 

Chen DT. Pharmacoepidemiol Drug Saf, 11/2009 
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Marketing drugs through 
“education” 

“An effective educational and awareness 
campaign before launch is critical to a 
successful launch.”  

“…in most cases an agency should be in place 
just before phase II clinical trial data is 
available….”  

“…disease awareness information and 
therapeutic area unmet needs can be raised 
and communicated at an earlier stage.”  
  http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/2011/may
_2011/features/creating_effective_campaigns  

 





Identifying Influencers 

Physician Connecté is designed to help 

marketers identify the networks of influence 

from the national to the local level to aid in 

targeting marketing efforts on the right 

physicians. Physician Connect helps to identify 

key influencers at all levels, understand the 

networks that drive adoption within markets, 

focus messaging to develop advocacy for a 

brand, and recruit and train speakers and 

advisors.  
 Sales force technology round up. Med Ad News 2009 (November) 



KOLs are important for: 

• Increasing awareness of invented 

conditions (i.e. social anxiety disorder, 

hypoactive sexual desire disorder) 

• Expanding diagnostic categories (i.e. 

bipolar disorder, restless legs syndrome) 

• Promoting off-label, unproven uses 

• Lessening concerns about adverse effects 

or lack of efficacy 

• Attacking competing therapies  



Key Opinion Leaders (KOLs) 

• KOLs may be unaware of the 
marketing messages they are 
responsible for  

• KOL messages usually indicate that a 
certain disease is underdiagnosed, 
undertreated, or more serious than 
commonly believed 

• KOLs do not push specific drugs 

 

 



 

“Vocalizing drug features and 
benefits is the role of the sales 
presentation, not the role of the 
expert presenter” 

 

KOLs are sponsored because what they 
are saying aligns with a product’s 
marketing messages, and are 
supported only as long as they do so.   

 



"Understanding sentiment and context 
can help turn promoters into brand 
advocates and, in some cases, convince 
detractors to adopt a more positive 
opinion.” 
   Judith von Gordon-Weichelt, Boehringer-Ingelheim  

 
 

Dawson  J. 
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/201
0/october/features/listen_and_learn  

 



• Key opinion leader programmes and the 
development of disease state information 
resources are popular strategies, and reps are being 
armed with promotional aids to disseminate 
educational content…Audio and media playing 
devices are being used to share video and audio 
clips of KOLs sharing their insight into treatment 
and emerging research… 

• US pharma is investing in comprehensive 
information hubs focused on disease states, 
research and therapy options.  

Dawson  J. 
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/2010/october/feat
ures/listen_and_learn  



Managing KOLs 
 ..A wide mix of KOLs is best. Do not focus solely on those who support the 

company and brand. A mix of doctors who are supportive and critical is best to 

ensure all arguments are brought to the table. Inclusion in company 
activities may influence an initially critical KOL to 
become more supportive. It is also important to identify and include 

those who are not currently involved in company activities, and those who are 
'rising stars', and have a growing sphere of influence... 

 

…Remember, once you have a KOL working alongside 
you, it is harder for your competitors to work with 
him. A positive, brand-endorsing KOL is worth his weight in gold, and when you 

discover one, you must do everything possible to keep him.Ο 

www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/career_advice/marketing/2011/finders
_keepers 

 

http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/career_advice/marketing/2011/finders_keepers
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/career_advice/marketing/2011/finders_keepers


  

  Disease-mongering 

 GERD 

 Erectile Dysfunction  

 Overactive Bladder Syndrome 

 Social Anxiety Disorder 

 Osteopenia 

   Pediatric Bipolar Disorder 

   Excessive Sleepiness 

 Age-associated Memory Impairment  



Promotion distorts physicians’ 

perception of risks  
• άSafety, rather than efficacy, is more 

likely to be the factor derailing a 
product during its lifecycle. Safety can 
also have a pivotal role in competitive 
positioning and marketing support … 

http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/
General/2007/may/evolution_of_education  

 



Promotion 
also limits 
the 
discourse 
to drugs 



• It is important to consider the value of KOLs at the 
very start of brand building, as their approval is 
vital for a brand's success throughout its 
lifecycle.... Having a proactive KOL development 
plan should be a requirement of the brand 
marketing plan… 

• KOLs can provide three basic sources of support: 
clinical studies and experience, advocacy activities 
and marketing consultation… 

• KOLs must be correctly identified, assessed and 
recruited. This is best done by segmentation, using 
all, or a combination, of the following categories: 
years of experience in therapeutic area; number of 
presentations per year; number of publications 
per year; reach of influence; involvement in 
clinical research; amount of grants received each 
year; early adopter profile; number of external 
peer references; rising influence.  

http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/career_advice/marketing/2011/finders_ke



άCreating win: win partnershipsέ 

The next challenge is to identify the 
educational 'win:win' that will encourage 
thought leaders to become part of the 
programme. This is generally an area of 
clinical interest and unmet need, where 
there is a gap between current and best 
practice. This gap, and the need for action, 
galvanises experts as advisers, content 
developers, presenters and champions of 
change.  
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/2
011/june_2011/features/building_sustainable_relationships 

 
 

 



“Unbranded” medical 

education is marketing 
“Medical education is now much more than 
simply the drive to create brand advocates, it 
is about being at the forefront of practice and 
creating a forum for opinions to be formed 
and changed — about the disease itself, as 
well as individual treatments.” 
 

Barnes S. 
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/
General/2008/june/cramping_your_style 

 

 

http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/2008/june/cramping_your_style
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/2008/june/cramping_your_style
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/2008/june/cramping_your_style
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/2008/june/cramping_your_style


Getting around DTCA bans 

άΧdisease awareness campaigns to educate 
consumers about particular conditions, with the aim 
of improving diagnosis or treatment rates, are 
allowed in almost every market. As long as these 
campaigns do not breach advertising standards and 
contain no drug information, they are relatively 
unrestricted. In some markets, scientific societies or 
ǇŀǘƛŜƴǘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ ƎǊƻǳǇǎ Ƴŀȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘΧΦέ 
άThere are still huge opportunities for the 
pharmaceutical industry to help create the much 
vaunted informed healthcare consumer through 
responsible education programmes in disease 
awareness, treatment education and, of course, 
adherence. ά 



Disease Awareness 

However, one of the largest areas of growth we have seen in recent years 
– and a trend that is likely to continue – is in the area of non-promotional 
activities, covering disease awareness and unmet medical need, where 
product mentions are included only as part of an unbiased appraisal of all 

therapy options. In Europe, a tightening of national and 
international codes of practice has led to growing 
emphasis on provision of non-promotional 
educational programmes, that can form part of a 
healthcare professional's Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD).  
 

Holt J, Royden S. 
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/pr_and_me
d_ed/2010/march/features/going_global 



…There have been concerns expressed in the 
media that the boundaries between education 
and promotion are becoming blurred, and 
there are several vociferous groups mostly in 
the US keen to eliminate pharmaceutical 
sponsorship from medical education”  
http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/
General/2007/may/evolution_of_education  

 

 



• At this year's Digitas Health conference, research results 
were reported on the attitudes of 1,000 doctors, patients 
and carers to the future of social media within healthcare 
communications. 

• Over 40 per cent  of GPs in Europe believed social media 
would play an increasingly important role in their patient 
management and treatment and 70 per cent saw social 
media playing an increasingly important role in shaping 
patients' opinions about their medication and condition. 

• At the conference, 62 per cent of the marketers operating 
in Europe said they wanted to develop an effective 
listening strategy within the next 12 months.  

 
Dawson  J . 

http://www.pmlive.com/find_an_article/allarticles/categories/General/
2010/october/features/listen_and_learn 



•Paxil (paroxetine)  

•‘Fen-phen’ (fenfluramine 
and phentermine)  

•Neurontin (gabapentin)  

•Vioxx (rofecoxib) 

•Zoloft (sertraline) 

•Prempro (CEE/MPA) 

 

Ghostwriting has been documented for:  



Publication Planning:The process by 
which pharmaceutical, biotech, and 
medical device companies produce 
and release articles in medical 
journals and posters at meetings to 
establish key marketing messages 
 

“Bylined articles will allow us to 
fold Lexapro messages into 
articles on depression, anxiety 
and comorbidity developed by 
(or ghostwritten for) thought 
leaders.“ 
2004 marketing plan for Lexapro 
(escitalopram) 

  



 
  

 
•Ensure that publication of key messages 
follows a marketing timeline 

•Position a product as superior in 
efficacy, risk profile, mechanism or 
convenience  

•Support off-label marketing campaigns 

•Minimize perceptions of adverse effects 

•Create doubt about studies adverse to 
marketing goals 

•Attack competitors (including generic 
drugs and alternative therapies)  

 

The purpose of ghostwriting 



•“Primary publications” (research articles 
support “secondary publications” (reviews, 
commentaries, and editorials). 

 
•Opinion pieces are vital for marketing 
because they provide clear clinical 
direction, need not be evidence-based, and 
can be used to promote unproven uses of a 
drug, denigrate competing therapies.  

 
•Editorials, letters and comments are “a 
means of placing important information 
about the therapeutic profile of an agent 
into the hands of influential physicians ... “ 

  

 



Quetiapine vs. haloperidol 

What was known: 
 

– “…research comparing the two compounds 
[quetiapine and haloperidol] are found in an 
AstraZeneca document in which it was 
concluded that quetiapine possessed weaker 
efficacy than haloperidol” 

 

– “At the end of the one-year trial, patients 
receiving haloperidol fared better in terms of 
symptom ratings and had significantly fewer 
psychotic relapses relative to patients on 
quetiapine.”  

 



Seroquel (quetiapine) vs. competitors  



“The data don’t look good. 
In fact, I don’t know how 
we can get a paper out of 
this”  

 
Spielmans GI, Parry PI. J Bioeth Inquiry, 2010;7:13 

 
 

 

 



What was Presented at the 

American Psychiatric Association  

 

  “The presentation of data from a meta-
analysis of four studies comparing 
quetiapine and haloperidol stated  that 
quetiapine possessed a statistically 
significant advantage over haloperidol in 
inducing treatment response among 
patients with schizophrenia.”   

      Spielmans 2010 



Quetiapine: what was known about 
adverse effects 

 

 2008 Litigation revealed internal 
documents (from 1993-1999) that 
concluded:  

 “the incidence rate in adult patients 

with weight gain… was 18.2%”  
 

 In placebo-controlled trials, the RR for 

weight gain with Seroquel was 2.5  

    Spielman 2010 



What Reps told Doctors 

 

  “Long-term Seroquel has neutral 
effect on weight”  

 “Seroquel – weight neutral at all 
doses”  

 “Seroquel, unlike some other 
antipsychotics, is not associated with 
meaningful weight gain” 

 
   ~ AstraZeneca training material, 2001-2003  



“If you look at the population 

as a whole, some are below 

weight, some are average 

weight and some are above 

weight, so that taken together, 

the effect of Seroquel is 

weight neutral”  
 

   ~ John Patterson,  

      former executive, AstraZeneca 

~ http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=20601085&sid=aplfa8pUrUsM 

 

http://www.digitashealth.com/


Conflicts of interest 

• May not be recognized 

• May be hidden 

• May be trivialized 

• Significance may not be known 

• Even if acknowledged and disclosed… 

 

éIs disclosure enough? 



The pharmaceutical inverse 

benefit law 

 “The benefit-to-harm ratio of 

drugs tends to vary inversely 

with how aggressively the drugs 

are marketed” 
Brody H, Light D. Am J Public Health 2011;101: 399. 



• Why Lunch Matters and other slideshows 

• Videos of industry insiders 

• Our next conference in May or June will focus 

on patient harms from industry promotion  

• The Pharmalyzer: are you prescribing under the 

influence? and other free, web-based CME 

modules 
• No Drug Reps Certificate 
• How to Hold Pharma-free Meetings 
• Teaching tools, patient factsheets and many 

other  resources 

 


