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ABSTRACT

Background: Interactions of pharmaceutical industry with the physicians which
are usually mediated through pharmaceutical representatives have a significant
impact on physician decision-making. This interaction can start as early as
medical school during their training and this is said to influence their prescribing
behavior when they become physicians. Aims and objectives of the study was to
evaluate the attitude of interns towards pharmaceutical companies interactions
including accepting gifts, ethical issues and influence on clinical decisions and
also to study perception of medical interns towards the accuracy of information
provided by the medical representatives.

Methods: This was a cross sectional questionnaire based study that was
conducted among the medical interns of the teaching hospital attached to Mandya
Institute of Medical Sciences, Mandya. The study was carried out between July
and August 2016. A preformed structured questionnaire was distributed to the
interns consenting to participate in the study. Completed questionnaires were
collected, compiled and data was analyzed.

Results: A total of 93 questionnaires were distributed and 90 interns responded
(response rate 96.7%). About 44.4% respondents felt that accepting gifts from
Drug Company would influence their own decision making. Only 26.6% of them
were of the opinion that it is ethical to accept pharmaceutical company gifts.
Majority of them felt that Medical Representatives exaggerate the benefits of
medicines and downplay the risks and contraindications of medicine. About
32.2% of them were of the opinion that they would prefer to prescribe the drug
from the companies offering them with gifts over those without. Majority of the
respondents felt that the doctors should be offered with gifts by drug companies
whenever their drugs are prescribed.

Conclusions: Attitude of Medical Interns towards Drug Company interactions as
observed suggests for training the budding doctors on appropriate drug company
interactions to prevent the risks associated with promotional efforts of
pharmaceutical companies.

Keywords: Attitude, Drug company gifts, Drug company interactions, Interns,
Medical representatives

INTRODUCTION

The pharmaceutical industry spending on promotional
activity for marketing their products runs in billions of
dollars. Personal interactions of pharmaceutical industry
with the physicians which are usually mediated through
pharmaceutical representatives make the highest share of
this spending.! Various services and gifts are offered by
pharmaceutical industry to the physician that includes
meals, continued education that covers travel expenses,

www.ijbcp.com

drug samples, and research sponsors.? There is notable
evidence to suggest that this relationship has a significant
impact on physician decision-making.>* Also, in various
studies it has been observed that the drug information
provided by the pharmaceutical industry usually highlights
their benefits and give less importance to their risks. This
results in increase of their prescription.57 Interaction with
pharmaceutical representatives was found to have resulted
in irrational prescription and hence increasing the cost of
treatment.®9
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The interaction between medical professionals and
pharmaceutical industry can start as early as medical
school. The medical professionals during their training
benefit from industry-sponsored meals, free samples and
small gifts such as pens and textbooks. This is said to
influence their prescribing behavior when they become
physicians.® Medical trainee’s knowledge about
professional ethics in interacting with drug companies and
accuracy of drug information from medical representatives
are found to be deficient. Hence this study was
undertaken to evaluate the attitude and perception of
interns towards drug company interactions.

Objectives of the study

e To evaluate the attitude of medical interns towards
pharmaceutical companies interactions including
accepting gifts, ethical issues and influence on
clinical decisions.

e To study the perception of medical interns towards
the information provided by the medical
representatives.

METHODS
Study design

This was a cross-sectional questionnaire based study that
was conducted in the teaching hospital attached to Mandya
Institute of Medical Sciences, Mandya.

Study population

This study was conducted among medical interns working
in this teaching hospital. Only those who gave their
consent to participate were included in the study.

Study tool

A structured questionnaire was developed after reviewing
the relevant literature and the questionnaires used in
similar studies.’** The questionnaire was also validated
by the subject experts for its content and relevance. The
first section of the questionnaire involved the demographic
data of the participant such as age, sex, and address. The
second section of the questionnaire involved questions to
evaluate the attitude of interns towards drug company
interactions and also to assess their perception towards the
information provided by medical representatives.

A 4-point Likert scale whose response ranges from
strongly agrees to strongly disagree was used in this
section. The third section of questionnaire involved
questions to evaluate their attitude towards the gifts
offered by medical representatives. A 3-point Likert scale
with the response as always, sometimes and never was
used in this section. The fourth section of the questionnaire
involved list of various gifts offered by the drug companies
and the participants were asked to rate their
appropriateness.

Study procedure

Each medical intern was explained the objectives of the
study and their willingness to participate in the study were
obtained. After which the questionnaire was distributed
and they were asked to complete it anonymously.
Completed questionnaires were collected and analyzed.

Statistical analysis

Descriptive statistical analysis was used to generate
frequencies, percentage and proportions. Chi-square test
was also used at appropriate places to determine the
statistical ~significance. Statistical significance was
established when the probability value was less than 0.05.

RESULTS

A total of 93 questionnaires were distributed among the
medical interns and 90 questionnaires were returned with
complete response. The response rate of the study was
96.7%. Among the participants 42 were males and 48 were
females. The mean age of the respondents was 22.8 years.

Table 1 indicates the attitude and perception of interns
towards drug company interactions and information
provided by medical representatives. In this study it was
observed that 27.8% of the participants agreed and 8.9%
of them strongly agreed that medical representative’s Visit
is the only way to learn about new drugs. Majority of them
disagreed (56.6%) with the statement that medical
representatives are a source of correct information about
drugs and have a valuable teaching role.

About 57.8% of the participants agreed that medical
representatives exaggerate the benefits of medicines and
downplay the risks and contraindications of medicine.
With regard to receiving gifts or food from medical
representatives, many (38.9% agreed and 5.5% strongly
agreed) of them felt that the chance of prescribing that
Drug company’s product will increase. About a quarter
participants felt that it is ethical to accept pharmaceutical
company gifts.

With regard to the CMEs and Lectures sponsored by the
pharmaceutical company, 75.6% (68.9% Agreed and 6.7%
Strongly agreed) of the interns felt that they were
informative and useful. Also, majority (61.1% Agreed and
5.5% Strongly agreed) of them were of the opinion that the
Drug company-sponsored lectures or CME events are
often biased in favor of the company's products.

When asked about their opinion on receiving financial
support from the drug companies for a CME/Conference,
71% (65.5% Agreed and 5.5% Strongly agreed) of the
interns think it to be acceptable.

About 87.7% of the interns felt the need for strengthening
of ethical norms to regulate the physician-pharmaceutical
industry interaction.
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Table 1: Attitude and perception of interns towards drug company interactions and information provided by
medical representatives.

Statement

Strongly
agree
(N=90)

Strongly
disagree

Disagree
(N=90)
n (%)

drugs and have a valuable teaching role

Medical representatives exaggerate the benefits of medicines and

downplay the risks and contraindications of medicine

Receiving gifts or food from Medical representatives increases the
chance that I will eventually prescribe the drug company's products

It is ethical to accept pharmaceutical company gifts

Most lectures or CME events sponsored by pharmaceutical companies

are helpful and informative

Drug company-sponsored lectures or CME events are often biased in

favor of the company's products

Drug company materials are a useful way to learn about new drugs
It is acceptable to receive financial support from the drug companies

for a CME/Conference

There is a need for strengthening of ethical norms to regulate the

physician-pharmaceutical industry interaction

Table 2: Attitude of the interns towards the gifts
offered by medical representatives.

Sometimes

Statement (N=90)
n (%)

Gifts should be

given to doctors 10 11-1)  60(86.7)  20(22.2)
Gifts are

necessary 08(8.9) 40(444)  42(46.7)
Prescribe only

drugs coupled 08 (8.9) 21 (23.3) 61 (67.8)
with gifts

Will accept gifts

if offered 23(256) 47(522)  20(222)

Table 2 indicates the attitude of the interns towards the
gifts offered by medical representatives. In this study we
observed that 77.8% of the respondents felt that the doctors
have to be offered gifts by Drug Company whenever their
drugs are prescribed. Although 53.3% of the interns think
that gifts by pharmaceutical company are necessary, only
about 32.2% of the participants preferred to prescribe
drugs from the companies that offer them with gifts.

Table 3 gives the interns assessment of the appropriateness
of the gifts from the pharmaceutical company. Gifts in the
form of stationary items (82.2%), textbooks (88.9%),
travel to conference (72.2%) and drug samples (91.1%)
were considered to be appropriate by majority of the
respondents in this study. Relatively lesser respondents
considered sponsored meal (35.5%), social outing (35.5%)
and vacation (27.8%) by Drug Company as appropriate.

Medical representative visit is the only way to learn about new drugs
Medical representatives are a source of correct information about

08 (8.9)
04 (4.4)

25(27.8) 48(53.3) 9(10)
23(25.5) 51(56.6) 12 (13.3)

21(233) 52(57.8) 17(18.9) 00

05(55) 35(38.9) 45(50) 05 (5.5)
05(55) 19(21.1) 51(56.6) 15 (16.7)
06 (6.7) 62(68.9) 22(24.4) 00
05(55) 55(61.1) 30(33.3) 00
08(8.9) 60(66.7) 15(16.7) 07(7.7)
05(55) 59 (65.5) 23(25.6) 03(3.3)

21(23.3) 58(64.4) 11(12.2) 00

All the above responses were found to be statistically
significant.

Table 3: Appropriateness rating by the interns for the
gifts offered by drug company.

Appropriate Inappropriate

Statement (N=90) (N=90) P

n (%) n (%)
sationary 24 g92) 16 (17.8) <0.0001
items
Meal 32 (35.5) 58 (64.5) 0.024
Textbook 80 (88.9) 10 (11.2) <0.0001
Travelto oo 250y 25(27.8) 0.0005
conference
Social
outing 32 (35.5) 58 (64.5) 0.024
Drug 82(911)  08(8.9) <0.0001
samples
Vacation 25 (27.8) 65 (72.2) 0.0005
DISCUSSION

This study was conducted to assess the perception and
attitude of medical interns towards drug company
interactions. About one third of the participants in our
study felt medical representative visits as the only way to
learn about new drugs. A similar response was observed in
a study conducted by Hodges on residents, interns and
clerks working in the psychiatry department, where less
than one third of them were of the opinion that
representatives provided useful and accurate information
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on new and established drugs.®® In our study around three
fourth of the respondents considered drug company
materials a useful way to learn about new drugs. A similar
response has been reported in a study by Sierles et al.
Another study by Austad et al has reported smaller number
of residents (45.5%) agreeing with that fact.” Although
more than 80% of the respondents in our study felt that the
Medical representatives exaggerate the benefits of
medicines and downplay the risks and contraindications of
medicine, many of them still consider Medical
representatives as source of correct information and value
their teaching role. Hodges also observed a similar
response with regard to the teaching role of pharmaceutical
representatives.’® Beyhun et al on asking this question to
medical trainees in a different way observed that the
information provided by drug company representatives
was not found to be impartial by majority of the
respondents. But still many of them felt interactions with
drug company representatives as an important source of
information.*® This finding may be a matter of concern as
drug information provided by the pharmaceutical
representatives was often found to be incomplete with
information on adverse effects and risks being omitted or
mentioned less frequently.!® Inadequate information
especially with regard to the hazards or risks associated
with the drugs, probably affects the decision making,
eventually resulting in adverse health outcomes.

Although majority of the respondents in our study
considered the Drug Company sponsored lectures or
CMEs to be biased in favour of company’s product, around
three fourth of the participants still consider Drug
Company sponsored lectures or CMEs to be helpful and
informative. The response in our study was found to be
similar to the one observed by Sierles et al for the
sponsored grand rounds.'® Also, majority of the
participants in this study were found to have permissive
attitude towards acceptance of financial support from the
drug companies for a CME/Conference.

Drug company sponsored CME programs is likely to have
an impact on the prescribing behavior of the physicians.?
Medical trainees in particular are more vulnerable to the
marketing maneuvers by the Drug Company
representatives.?+?? It is important to have some
regulations to get rid of the conflict of interest in physician
practice under Drug Company influence. One of the
suggestions by an American workgroup to the Academic
medical centers to reduce the influence of Drug companies
on CMEs was to prohibit drug companies from supporting
directly or through any subsidiary agency to any CME
programs accredited by Accreditation Council for
Continuing Medical Education (ACCME), instead to have
a central depository to which a Drug Company willing to
support a medical education program can hand out. Such
funds can then be utilized for various ACCME- accredited
programs. This system can minimize the influence of
companies making the sponsor.?®

Pharmaceutical company’s promotional activity also
includes offering promotional gifts to the physicians.?
More than half of the participants in this study felt that
accepting gifts from Drug Company will not be
influencing the prescribing behavior. A similar response
was observed in a study by Sierles et al.*® Also, with regard
to the appropriateness of various gifts offered by Drug
companies, majority of the participants in this study
considered stationary items, drug samples, textbooks, and
travel to conference to be appropriate. However, a
vacation, social outing and meal sponsor by the Drug
Company was considered to be inappropriate by the
majority of the medical trainees in this study. Sierles et al
also observed a similar response in their study except that
sponsored meal was considered as appropriate and drug
samples were considered to be inappropriate by majority
of the participants in their study.'® Beyhun et al have also
reported that the final year medical trainees in their study
were found to be permissive for Drug Company sponsor
for travel to scientific meetings.®

Receiving gifts from Pharmaceutical companies are found
to have an influence on the attitude of the physicians
towards Drug company representatives.?® Even trivial gifts
from the Drug Company is said to have influence on the
behaviour.?* Since medical trainees may not recognize
small gifts to have any influence on decision making, they
may be vulnerable to the effects of gifts from the Drug
Company. Although, restricting interactions of Medical
interns with Drug Company representatives can avoid the
adverse consequences of those interactions, they may be
left unprepared to deal with promotional strategies of Drug
companies after the completion of internship. Change in
the attitude of medical trainees towards pharmaceutical
company interactions following a workshop has been
observed by Wofford et al.?! Hence, it is important to train
the medical trainees in dealing with Drug Company
representatives whom them get in contact during their
career.21’25’26

The medical curriculum can have educational
interventions to teach the medical trainees about having an
appropriate interaction with the drug company
representatives. Also, there is a need for strengthening of
ethical norms to regulate the physician-pharmaceutical
industry interaction which was also felt my majority of the
participants in our study.

CONCLUSION

Our study has generated information regarding the attitude
and perception of medical interns towards Drug Company
interactions and the results suggests for sensitizing and
preparing the medical trainees on appropriate interactions
with pharmaceutical representatives.
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