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Anti-drug company sentiment is at a high point, 
especially during this presidential election 
year. Along with attacks on drug prices, 
pharmaceutical company profits, the re-
importation issue, there is much criticism of the 
value and appropriateness of direct-to-
consumer (DTC) advertising of prescription 
drugs, especially television advertising.  

FDA on “Digger” Lamisil Ads 

In August, 2003, the FDA sent Novartis a 
warning letter about the “It's Alive - Digger” 
60-second DTC broadcast television 
advertisements. FDA claimed the ads were 
false or misleading because they overstated 
Lamisil’s efficacy, minimized risk information, 
and made an unsubstantiated superiority 
claim. 

With regard to the efficacy claims, the FDA 
said that the ads’ strong visuals and claims 
and weak SUPERs combine to give a 
misleading picture of the efficacy of Lamisil 
and the time required for clinical success. The 
ads, according to FDA, portray both a 
“mycological cure” (i.e., all dermatophytes, 
including Digger, are gone after the arrival of 
the giant Lamisil tablet) and a “clinical cure” 
(the pink healthy toe, minus all traces of 
affected nail), thus implying complete 
effectiveness for all or most patients. “These 
representations,” the FDA said, “are not 
representative of the clinical trial results.” 

The FDA also criticized how risk information 
was communicated in the ad. “The TV ads,” it 
said, “fail to clearly communicate the major 
risks associated with the use of Lamisil 
therapy. The compelling and attention-
grabbing visuals and other competing 
modalities, such as background music, VOs, 
and SUPERs, occurring simultaneously during 
presentation of the risk information in the TV 
ads distract from and may make it difficult for 
consumers to adequately process and 
comprehend the risk information.” 

Could these criticisms of risk communication 
be the basis of new future FDA guidelines for 
broadcast DTCA? 

This article summarizes a presentation made 
by Robert Ehrlich, CEO, DTC Perspectives, 
Inc. at the “Achieving DTC Success 
Conference” in October, 2003. Ehrlich focused 
on what marketers need to do to face the 
tough 2004 DTC environment and talked about 
TV ad creativity, government regulations, the 
issue of brand retention, DTC ROI, and the 
challenges of a consumer-centric approach.  

Government Regulations  
Ehrlich contends that the negative publicity 
and public sentiment against pharmaceutical 
companies—especially with regard to the 
industry’s stand on the sale of prescription 
drugs over the Internet by Canadian 
pharmacies—is having an impact on DTC 
advertising. FDA, he said, is being pressured 
to “get tough” on pharmaceutical advertisers. 
He cited the September, 2003 hearings FDA 
held as preparation to amend DTC regulations 
and warning letters such as that sent to 
Novartis about the "It's Alive - Digger" 60-
second direct-to-consumer broadcast 
television ad (see Box). 
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Ehrlich, like many industry experts, predicted 
that the new FDA DTC guidelines would likely 
“be tougher on risk communication in both 
body of ad and brief summary.” Although the 
other shoe—i.e., guidelines relating to 
broadcast DTC—has yet to drop, Ehrlich 
admitted that he “was surprised how minor 
they were compared to my expectations.” (For 
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To realize the greatest potential from DTC 
advertising, Ehrlich suggests that an estimated 
15-20% of most marketing plans is “overkill” 
and could better be refocused to other areas 
like multi-cultural marketing. Also, marketers 
should look more closely at improving DTC 
ads, many of which look similar and try to say 
too many things in a short amount of time. 
Most people, as the FDA points out in its new 
proposed print DTC guidelines (see article 
“FDA Draft Guidance for Print DTCA: Less 
than Feared” in this issue) can take away only 
one message at a time.  

more information about the new FDA 
guidelines, see “FDA Draft Guidance for Print 
DTCA: Less than Feared” in this issue.) 

Retention, retention, retention 
How many times have we heard that tiresome 
phrase? “It amazes me how embarrassing 
retention numbers are in the drug industry,” 
said Ehrlich. Ehrlich estimates that retention 
rates are usually 50% after first year. 

No other industry would be so accepting of 
losing customers at the rate in pharma, which 
has traditionally depended on new users rather 
than keeping current ones. However, lower 
prices will make acquisition efforts less 
profitable. Also, why worry about retention 
when you can still make a lot of money from 
category growth? With the exception of a few 
categories like erectile dysfunction, the era of 
filling the hopper with new users is over 
according to Ehrlich, who suggested we see a 
serious effort to maintain customer loyalty (see 
article “Beyond DTC: Consumer Relationship 
Satisfaction” in this issue). 

Ehrlich cited a number of other DTC 
opportunities, including: 

• Promoting disease awareness (“Not much 
is really done here, as few companies 
want to invest.”)  

• Disease and treatment ads can be done to 
benefit category growth and all brands 
(“Also great for image of the industry.”) 

• Using the sales force to promote DTC 
(“Most detail forces are not trained to 
understand, defend and use DTC to their 
advantage. DTC timed well and utilized by 
detail forces can be a powerful catalyst for 
physician involvement.”) 

DTC advertising on TV, where most pharma 
companies spend 65-70% of their DTC 
marketing budget, is an acquisition tool and 
not very good for retention marketing. Many 
experts think that an effective retention 
marketing plan calls for customer care, target-
ed communications, and interactivity (see 
article “Beyond Patient Education: Influencing 
Behavior Change” in this issue). However, as 
Ehrlich points out, retention, Internet, and 
ethnic marketing are among the budgets to get 
cut first when push comes to shove. 

Consumer Centric Pharma 
Some consumer-centric actions, such as 
improvement in response times (see the article 
“Beyond DTC: Consumer Relationship 
Satisfaction” in this issue), will vastly improve 
DTC results, according to Ehrlich. However, 
most drug companies view consumers with 
caution, fearing to be sued. The best evidence 
of the caution exercised by pharma companies 

under the influence of their 
legal counsels is using the 
complete professional 
package insert to satisfy the 
“brief summary” rule in print 
advertising. “They will sue 
anyway,” quips Ehrilich, 
“whether or not the company 
is consumer-centric.”  

Opportunities Abound 
In 2003, the industry spent 
$2.8 billion on DTC. For 
2004, Ehrlich predicted a 
10% to 15% increase in 
spending. This increase, 
Ehrlich said, would be driven 
by incredible competitive 
ferocity in statins (especially 
with Crestor entering the 
market), erectile dysfunction 
(see “Super Bowl DTC 
Debut: Was It Good for 
You?”), allergy (spurred by 
competition from OTC 
Claritin—fewer insurance 
plans will cover Rx brands), 
depression, and pain cate-
gories. 

In order for pharma 
companies to be truly 
consumer centric, they must 
be consistent in every 
channel through which they 
communicate with consum-
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Most of the increase in DTC 
spending this year will likely 

be attributed to just a few new 
brands entering the 

marketplace. Cialis and 
Levitra alone could contribute 

$160 million just for TV 
advertising. (based on 

comparison with Viagra, 
which spent $21 million on TV 

ads in Q3 2003). In other 
words, expect to see a lot more 

ED drug ads! - Editor 
ers. Unfortunately, most 

ts reserved.                                      Reprint PMN32-01 



Pharma Marketing News Vol. 3, No. 2 Reprint 

pharma companies do not have the internal 
organization to effectively integrate all areas of 
consumer touch points to allow them to deliver 
a seamless experience to consumers. Erhlich 
points out that there is no senior management 
position—e.g., VP of Consumer Marketing—
representing consumers although he predicts 
there will be as more drug companies see the 
consumer as more than just patients.  

DTC and ROI 

Most published data on ROI for DTC show 
positive results. Ehrlich estimated that ROI for 
DTCA is in the range of $1.60 to $2.00 per 
every dollar invested and some estimates are 
as high as $4.00 per dollar invested. There is 
no doubt that, for the foreseeable future, DTC 
will be part of all major brand launches early in 
the launch phase. 

It used to be that DTC ads were too medically 
oriented and too boring. The trend is toward 
hipper and more stylish ads created at 
consumer agencies. There is no evidence, 
Erhlich warns, that hipper creative results in a 
greater ROI. In fact, Erhlich maintains that 
there is a “disconnect between creativity and 
effectiveness of ads.” Agencies are less likely 
to recommend a cost-effective 15-second spot, 
for example, when a 30 or 60-second one 
gives them a much greater chance to show off 
their creativity. 
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DTC and the Web 
With the exception perhaps of Nexium, most 
brands spend only about 2% of their budgets 
on the Internet, according to Erhlich who 
contends that the Internet is still too 
fragmented to be a driving media vehicle. It 
simply has no “network” to aggregate a large 
enough audience in one place. AOL, however, 
does have over 20 million subscribers and 
may be the closest thing to a broadcast-type 
network on the Internet. 

The Web can provide a great depth of 
information to consumers. It can also be 
effective in driving consumers to see their 
doctors—according to a JZM study, roughly 
half (46%) of the prospects who visit brand 
Web sites following DTC ad exposure 
(DTC/Web Motivated) intend to ask their 
physician to prescribe the brand to them. This 
is nearly twice the action rate of all prospects 
visiting Web sites (27%). 

The Future of DTC 
Erhlich predicts that DTC is here to stay. 
Recent favorable guidelines from the FDA 
seem to confirm that government regulation, 
at least for now, will not impede the use of 
DTC advertising. Still, DTC has its critics and 
marketers must acknowledge, as many do, 
that ads cannot communicate effectively all 
the important information about drugs. 
Communicating side effect information is an 
example.  

Most pharmaceutical advertiser act as if DTC 
is an inalienable right protected by the first 
amendment (free speech) to the constitution. 
However, Erhlich suggests that the industry 
treat DTC instead like a privilege not to be 
squandered.  

Pharma Marketing News

 

© 2004 VirSci Corporation. All rights reserved.                                      Reprint PMN32-01 



Pharma Marketing News Vol. 3, No. 2 Reprint 

© 2004 V

We asked  
have the g  
http://www.
ing chart, w  
the issues l

Responden
industry in 2
return on in

P

T

Declin

“The dr
… be 
compan
everyon

“Regard
DTC sp
the me
reflect t
manage
treatme

 

Pharma Marketing Network’s 2004 “Hot Issue” Survey 

members of the PHARMA-MKTING online discussion forum to predict what issues would
reatest impact on the pharmaceutical industry in 2004 (find a link to the survey at

pharma-mkting.com/surveys/surveys-hp.htm). The results are presented in the accompany-
hich shows the percent of respondents who indicated no, low, high, or very high impact for
isted. This is not a scientific study. 

ts thought the following issues would have the greatest impact, for better or worse, on the 
004: competition from generics, government regulation, brand differentiation, and declining 

vestment. 

Impact of Issues Facing Pharma in 2004
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Some Comments 

ug companies will lose even more of their appeal as Wall Street Sweethearts. There will 
a realization, in the investing community, that mega-mergers result in the combined 
y having significantly less market share than the original companies (an old fact that 
e seems to ignore).” 

less of the prospective raise in generic promotion in the coming future, the forecast for 
ending shows an increase until 2005 and is expected to remain a staple component of 

dia mix in drug promotion. Though the increases we will see in the next 5 years will not 
he astounding boom we saw in the last 5 years, they are inevitable - as online medication 
ment becomes more popular and tools for patient self-awareness & knowledge of such 
nts continue to expand.” 

Do you agree or disagree? Click here to take the survey. 
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