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INTRODUCTION 

According to WHO, drug promotion literature (DPL) is 

defined as “all informational and persuasive activities by 

manufacturers, the effect of which is to induce the 

prescription, supply, purchase and/or use of medicinal 

drugs.”
1
 In developing countries sales representatives are 

frequently the only source of drug information where 

there may be as many as one representative for every five 

doctors.
2
 Doctors themselves report that they often use 

promotion as a source of information about new drugs.
1 

Doctors in private practice, or who graduated long ago 

report the highest use of promotion as a source of drug 

information.
1
 

Research suggests that doctors’ attitudes to promotion 

vary, and do not necessarily match their behaviour. Their 

opinion differ on the value of sales representatives, on 

whether they should be banned during medical training, 

and on whether doctors are adequately trained to interact 

with them.
1
 Most doctors think information from 

pharmaceutical companies is biased, but many think it is 

useful.
1
 Heavy promotion of new drugs leads to 

widespread prescribing and use before the safety profile 
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of these products is fully understood. Newer, more 

expensive medicines displace older, less costly ones 

without any evidence of an improvement in therapeutic 

outcomes.
3
 One more problem with DPL is that printed 

advertisements do not meet regulations and guidelines in 

force in various countries. Neither self-regulatory 

systems nor review by journal editors provide effective 

control on drug advertising.
1
 

It has been seen that these DPL affect the attitudes of 

trainee doctors and their prescribing behaviour, so it is 

very important to educate them about critical appraisal of 

promotions to change their attitude for improvement of 

prescribing skills. Keeping this in mind, the present study 

has been conducted on second year undergraduate 

students to evaluate their existing knowledge about DPL 

and to educate them to deal with medical representatives 

(MR) and critically appraise any given DPL properly. 

METHODS 

This questionnaire based study was conducted in the 

Department of Pharmacology, Late Baliram Kashyap 

Memorial Government Medical College, Jagdalpur, 

Chhattisgarh during the month of August 2019. 

After taking the signed informed consent, a pre-validated 

questionnaire was distributed to 110 second year MBBS 

students, of which 98 students responded. The purpose of 

the study was explained to the students and those who 

were not willing to take part in the study were excluded.
4 

The questionnaire consisted of 9 questions pertaining to 

the demographic profile of the students and their 

knowledge regarding drug promotional literature. The 

questions were single best answer type and true/ false 

type. The questionnaire was adapted from the similar 

study conducted earlier with some modifications.
5 

Ethical 

committee approval was obtained from the Institutional 

Ethics Committee, prior to the commencement of the 

study. 

Statistical analysis 

The filled questionnaire feedbacks were collected from 

the students and data were analysed using descriptive 

statistics by graph pad prism version 6.01. Results were 

presented as counts and percentage.  

RESULTS 

The questionnaire was given to total 110 second year 

undergraduate students, of which 98 responded. Among 

respondents 60 (61.2%) were males and rest 38 (38.8%) 

were females. The age range was between 19 to 25 years. 

50 (51%) of the respondents have chosen Indian 

pharmacopoeia as a trusted source of information 

followed by drug reference guides, textbooks and journals 

as depicted in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: Source of information for prescribing the 

drugs. 

Most common factor affecting the prescribing attitude 

was selected as updates from clinical trials 49(50%) 

followed by prescriber’s knowledge and others as shown 

in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Factors affecting prescribing. 

The most important factor a prescriber should consider 

while prescribing was safety/ efficacy according to most 

79 (80.6%) of the respondents followed by cost 17 

(17.35%) and local availability of the drug 12 (12.24%).  

Majority of the respondents 54 (55.1%) believe that 

promotion of drug using internet or other media leads to 

self-medication and patient doesn’t go to healthcare 

professional for his illness, while 26 (26.53%) 

respondents believe that it provides information about 

various drugs which increase the patient compliance and 

final outcome and rest 20 (20.41%) stated that patient 

draws inappropriate conclusion about the drugs.  

Most of the respondent’s opinion regarding the quality of 

information provided by medical representatives and 

advertisements was that drug information is biased and 

too commercial as presented in Figure 3. 

Most important intervention can be taken to stop 

misleading drug promotional activities was stated by 

respondents as formulation of strict regulation by the 

health care authorities against any misleading promotion 
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drug promotional activities 43 (43.88%) and involvement 

of media against unethical drug promotion 6 (6.12%). 

Most common measures to be taken to reduce the 

influence of drug promotion on prescribing practices 

chosen by respondents was creating policies and 

guidelines for drug promotion as presented in figure 4. 

 

Figure 3: Opinion regarding quality of information 

provided by medical representatives. 

 

Figure 4: Measures to be taken to reduce the influence 

of drug promotion on prescribing. 

The responses of students regarding the various activities 

done by medical representatives and manufacturer’s for 

promotion of drug has been presented in table 1 and 2. 

Table 1: Opinion regarding drug promotion using 

medical representatives. 

No. Responses 
Yes No 

N (%) N (%) 

1 
It updates prescriber’s 

knowledge about drugs 
85 (86.7) 13 (13.3) 

2 
It helps in rational 

prescribing 

61 

(62.24) 
29 (29.6) 

3 

Prescriber becomes 

obliged after receiving 

the benefits from the 

manufacturers 

53 (54) 42 (42.8) 

4 

Manufacturer’s 

promote off label use of 

some medicines to make 

profit 

80 (81.6) 18 (18.4) 

Table 2: Opinion regarding ethical aspects of drug 

promotion by manufacturers. 

Response 
Yes No 

N (%) N (%) 

Conducting 

conferences/CMEs for 

promoting their products 

70 (71.4) 28 (28.6) 

Distributing free medicine 

during every visit by MR or 

during a medical camp 

60 (61.2) 38 (38.8) 

Giving margin/ percentage of  

their profit to prescriber/ 

pharmacist 

26 (26.5) 72 (73.5) 

Arranging tours/trips for 

prescribers/pharmacists 
23 (23.5) 75 (76.5) 

Arranging private dinner 

parties 
10(10.2) 88 (89.8) 

Gifts 20 (20.5) 78 (79.5) 

DISCUSSION 

The study has been conducted on second year 

undergraduate students to assess their knowledge 

regarding drug promotional literature. Most of the 

respondents in this study opined Indian pharmacopoeia 

and drug reference guide followed by textbooks are the 

most trusted source for getting knowledge about drugs for 

prescribing purposes although about 13.26% students also 

referred promotional literature as trusted source. The 

results of this study is in contrast to study conducted by 

Dixit et al, in which according to respondents most trusted 

source was chosen as textbooks and drug reference 

guides, but opinion regarding drug promotional literature 

is similar.
5
 As some of the students opined DPL as trusted 

source, they should be taught about the critical appraisal 

of these DPL, the mandatory information which should be 

included according to WHO criteria as many of them 

doesn’t include complete safety profile and provide 

exaggerated information of efficacy and provide false 

claims. 

Prescribing pattern is influenced by many factors like 

knowledge of the prescriber, seniors/colleagues 

prescribing behaviour, various updates from journals, 

clinical trials, CMEs and conferences and even DPL 

influence prescribing pattern. Most of the respondents in 

this study has opined that updates from clinical trials are 

most important followed by knowledge of prescriber 

although 14.28% students told that it is DPL which affect 

the prescribing most. Study conducted by Dixit et al, 

showed most important factor influencing the prescribing 

is knowledge of the prescriber followed by drug 

promotion.
5
 It is utmost important to train the students 

regarding correct use of DPL as research clearly shows 

that doctors who report relying more on promotion as a 

source of information tend to prescribe less appropriately, 

prescribe more often and adopt new drugs more quickly.
1 
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At present advertisement, media and internet became 

most powerful source for getting any information and is 

also available easily. The internet also creates a new 

marketplace for illegal activities such as the sale of 

unapproved new drugs or products marketed with 

fraudulent health claims.
5
 Pharmaceutical manufacturers 

also spend vast sums of money on promotion, including 

sales representatives, samples, advertisements in 

broadcast and print media and sponsorship of educational 

events and conferences.
1
 So, appropriate measures or 

some guidelines should be made by regulatory authorities 

to check the availability of such kind of DPL among 

public domain, because by referring them public may 

draw inappropriate conclusion about the drug leading to 

various health problems like development of resistance by 

antibiotics. 

Regarding quality of information provided by medical 

representatives and advertisements about the drug, most 

of the respondents opined that the information they 

provide is biased and too commercial while 32.65% 

respondents think that the information they provide is 

useful and accurate. But, the students are needed to teach 

to differentiate between true information and fake 

information by giving them appropriate training about 

retrieving the correct information by using various trusted 

sources available. 

For stopping the misleading drug promotion activities, 

most of the respondents’ opinion was that the health care 

authorities should make strict regulations against this. For 

the same, Organisation of Pharmaceutical Producers of 

India (OPPI) was established in 1965, a premier 

association of research and innovation driven 

pharmaceutical companies in India and is also a scientific 

and professional body.
6
 From 1

st
 January, 2019, the 

“OPPI Code of Pharmaceutical Practices 2019” replaces 

the “OPPI Code of Pharmaceutical Marketing Practices 

2012”.
6
 OPPI Member Companies are committed to the 

ethical standards set out in this OPPI Code, but the final 

responsibility of implementation of the OPPI Code is a 

matter of self-regulation and self-discipline.
6
 

Regarding drug promotion done by medical 

representatives, most of the respondents opined that it 

updates the prescriber’s knowledge, helps in rational 

prescribing but manufacturers promote off label use of 

some drugs to make profit. So, the medical 

representatives should be trained properly, and 

manufacturers should comply with guidelines formed by 

OPPI. If promotion leads to better prescribing, more 

rational use of medications or improved cost effectiveness 

then there would be no concern, but heavy promotion of 

new drugs leads to widespread prescribing and use before 

the safety profile of these products are fully understood. 

Newer, more expensive medicines displace older, less 

costly ones without any evidence of an improvement in 

therapeutic outcomes.
3,7

 

Regarding the ethical aspects of distributing free samples 

of the drug and conducting CMEs for promotion of their 

products, most respondents think it ethical. The opinion of 

respondents about the same corroborates with the study 

conducted by Dixit et al.
5
 But, according to OPPI’s 

guidelines, “free samples of a pharmaceutical product 

may be supplied to healthcare professionals directly or to 

persons duly authorised by them to or to receive such 

samples on their behalf in order to enhance patient care. 

Samples should not be resold or otherwise misused.”
6
 and 

regarding conducting CMEs “When companies provide 

content to CME activities and programs, such material 

must be fair, balanced and objective, and designed to 

allow the expression of diverse theories and recognized 

opinions. Content must consist of medical, scientific or 

other information that can contribute to enhancing patient 

care”.
6 
 

CONCLUSION 

There are both pros and cons of promoting the drug. If 

promoted rationally and critically analyzed by healthcare 

professionals by using authentic sources of information, 

same may lead to better prescribing, more rational use of 

drugs and improved cost effectiveness. But, if promoted 

irrationally or unethically will ultimately lead to poor 

healthcare delivery and more economical burden on 

society. So, it is utmost important to appropriately train 

the future medical graduates about use of drug 

promotional literature by changing their attitude towards 

it. 
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