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A

ccording to to some sales reps, after
January 1, 2009 -- when new PhRMA
Guidelines for Interaction with Healthcare
Professionals go into effect (see PMN
Reprint #77-01; http://tinyurl.com/6e29qz) -samples may be the only real form of in-office
marketing left.
The new PhRMA code bans free pens and out-ofoffice lunches, but it doesn't ban samples. "It is
appropriate," says the Code, "to provide product
samples for patient use in accordance with the
Prescription Drug Marketing Act."
Physicians Urged to Boycott Samples
Obviously, sales reps consider free drug samples
an important marketing tactic that they can employ
to gain access to physicians. In 2005, the
pharmaceutical industry distributed more than $18
billion worth of drug samples.
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The Prescription Project (RxP), which is funded by
Pew Charitable Trusts, however, discounts the
value to patients of free samples and considers the
practice aggressive marketing to physicians by
pharmaceutical companies.
In January, 2008, RxP issued a nationwide call for
both Academic Medical Centers and individual
physician groups to stop accepting free drug
samples, or to strictly regulate and limit their use.
This was in response to a report in the American
Journal of Public Health showing that only 28% of
those who got samples were poor.
“The study clearly refutes the claim of pharmaceutical companies that samples are mostly used
to help doctors provide drugs to indigent patients,”
said an RxP press release.
Continues…

Free drug samples cost more in the long run
“On average, patients who got free prescription samples spent nearly 40 percent more for
medication during the six months they received samples, and nearly 20 percent more in the
six months afterward, than those who didn’t, according to University of Chicago researchers.
“In the Chicago study,” MSNBC reported, “patients who never received free samples spent
an estimated $178 out-of-pocket on prescription drugs over six months. By comparison,
patients given free samples spent about $166 of their own money during the six months
before they got the samples — but then $244 during the six months they received the
samples and $212 in the six months after that, researchers found.
“The study, billed as the first to examine the relationship between drug samples and patient
expenses, followed more than 5,700 patients for two years using data from the 2002-2003
Medical Expenditure Panel Survey, a national poll conducted by the Agency for Healthcare
Research and Quality. During that time, the patients received more than 2,300 free drug
samples.”
The MSNBC article included a live survey of readers. Results of this survey as of November
16, 2008 are shown in the figure below:

Source: see http://tinyurl.com/5hgxra
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Sample Safety Issues
Just this past October (2008), a new study published in Pediatrics suggested that free prescription
drug samples distributed to pediatric patients may
be unsafe. In that study, which was reviewed in an
issue of US News & World Report, researchers
found that of the 15 most frequently distributed
samples in 2004, four were identified by the U.S.
Food and Drug Administration as having significant
new safety concerns, including new black box warnings or significant revisions to existing warnings.
Furthermore, only 16 percent of the children who
received free samples were uninsured for all or
part of 2004, and less than one-third had low
family incomes, defined as less than $38,000 for a
family of four.
"New medications are frequently released before
their safety profile is fully understood, and samples
tend to be newer medications,” said lead author
Sarah Cutrona, a physician at Cambridge Health
Alliance and an instructor of medicine at Harvard
Medical School. “Free samples encourage the
casual use of medications in our children before
enough is known about potential harm."
Ken Johnson, PhRMA Senior Vice President,
responded by saying that “free samples have
helped improve the quality of life for millions of
Americans, regardless of their income. While it is
true that poor and uninsured patients are not the
only recipients of drug samples—which the authors
of the study pointed out—a patient’s financial
situation is a factor physicians often consider when
distributing such samples.”
Conflict of Interest Issues
But critics of free drug samples are also concerned
that they create real and perceived conflicts of
interest in the medical profession and raise
questions about the appropriateness of treatment
choices. According to RxP:
• Samples encourage physicians and patients to
rely on medications that are expensive, but
often not more effective than other available
drugs. Research has shown that samples can
increase physician prescribing of the marketed
product, independent of the effect of detailing
by industry sales representatives.
• Samples serve two distinct marketing purposes. Physicians value samples and are
willing to spend time with sales representatives
to get them. Secondly, samples serve as
"starter" medications—an enticement to
prescribe new, heavily marketed and generally
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more expensive medications. Once therapy
has been initiated, patients and their insurers
are likely to continue to pay for the new, costly
drugs.

• Studies indicate that the majority of pharmaceutical samples are not dispensed to lowincome or uninsured patients. Nevertheless,
many physicians use samples, in part, to
provide medications to needy patients.
However, the inconsistent availability of
samples may limit the utility of this approach.
Survey of Readers
Between August 16, 2008 and November 13,
2008, Pharma Marketing News hosted a
“Pharmaceutical Sampling Practices Survey” that
asked respondents their opinions of drug sampling
issues and whether or not the distribution of free
drug samples should be banned. A total of 132
responses were collected. The results are
summarized in the following sections of this article.
Specifically, he survey asked respondents to what
degree they agreed or disagreed with the following
statements:
STMT 1: Samples encourage physicians and
patients to rely on medications that are expensive,
but often not more effective than other available
drugs.
STMT 2: Physicians value samples and are willing
to spend time with sales representatives to get
them.
STMT 3: Samples serve PRIMARILY as an
enticement to prescribe new, heavily marketed and
generally more expensive medications.
STMT 4: Distribution of samples to low-income or
uninsured patients is of limited utility in reducing
the burden of high drug costs for these patients.
STMT 5: Considering the other limitations being
placed on pharmaceutical sales reps—eg, no free
gifts to physicians—samples are the BEST way for
sales reps to gain access to physicians.
STMT 6: Banning the distribution of free samples
to doctors by pharmaceutical sales representatives
will be detrimental to patients (eg, patients will be
forced to fill a prescription for a drug that may not
be tolerable or efficacious for them).
STMT 7: Samples are an essential component of
physician marketing and assure market share
growth for the drug. That is, without free samples,
it is less likely that doctors will prescribe the drug
as a first choice.
Continues…
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In discussing these issues, it will be helpful to look
at the value of free samples to patients, physicians, sales reps, and pharmaceutical marketers.
Let’s first look at the value of free samples to
patients and consider responses to statements 1,
4, and 6.
Do Samples Increase Drug Costs?
Most critics contend that free samples increase the
out-of-pocket expenses of patients. Studies also
confirm that this may be true (see “Free drug
samples cost more in the long run;” box, pg. 2).
But many patients like free drug samples and
believe it saves them money. “I rely on free samples to curtail my drug costs,” said one survey
respondent. “Both my dr and I realize that most of
the new drugs are sham minor revisions of existing
expired patent drugs. He gives me as many free
samples as he can, and when they run out, he
prescribes a generic equivalent. It's a pretty good
deal for me!”
But nearly half (49%) of all respondents to the
PMN survey agree (somewhat or strongly) that free
drug samples encourage physicians and patients
to rely on medications that are expensive, but often
not more effective than other available drugs. A
somewhat smaller percentage (38%) disagree (see
Statement 1, Figure 1). A majority (58%) of healthcare professional (HCP) respondents and 64% of
patients agree, whereas only 39% of sales reps,
however, agree (see Figure 2, pg. 5).
Some respondents who agree (at least somewhat)
that free drug samples may sometimes encourage
the use of expensive drugs (Statement 1), nevertheless feel that free samples help patients who
cannot afford their medication (Statement 4). In
fact, 39% of all respondents disagree that the
distribution of free samples to low-income or
uninsured patients is of limited utility in reducing
the burden of high drug costs for these patients.
“Samples are a free underwriting of drugs to
patients who need/require them, and in many
instances, cannot get them quickly,” says Neil
Gray, Managing Partner, Healthcare Trends &
Strategies, LLC and Pharma Marketing Roundtable member. “They have, however (for decades),
been used to ‘seed’ prescription demand of new
drugs among physicians... sometimes for drugs
that show no appreciable benefit over generics.”
Getting Around Formularies
Samples can be used to work around formularies,
which include less expensive generics or brand
drugs with lower co-pays. In his presentation,
© 2008 VirSci Corporation (www.virsci.com). All rights reserved.
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Nibe— the sales rep from Daiichi-Sankyo
mentioned above—suggested that drug companies
must "crunch the [sample cost] numbers and pay
attention to higher volume physicians with larger
managed care opportunities."
According to Nibe, samples are a strategy to fight
certain managed care practices like "step therapy"
where a physician is required to first try drugs on
formulary and if they fail, then other, non-formulary,
more expensive drugs may be subscribed. The
expensive, non-formulary brand drug strategy is to
convince physicians that patients will fail on the
formulary drugs and when that happens samples
of the brand are readily available.
Sometimes, as Alexis Nibe admitted, healthcare
practitioners such as herself subtly guide patients
into saying that they have tried a formulary drug
and failed. Then they are free to prescribe the
brand and distribute the sample.
Do Samples Help Indigent Patients?
“For my indigent clinic patients who lack Medicaid
coverage,” said one HCP survey respondent,
“samples have become a very important source.
These are people who cannot afford even the
generic medication. The drug companies have
been helpful in supplying free medication on
request for these people.”
In our survey, 54% of all respondents agree (vs.
39% who disagree) that distribution of samples to
low-income or uninsured patients is of limited utility
in reducing the burden of high drug costs for these
patients (see Statement 4, Figure 1; pg. 5).
Pharmaceutical sales rep respondents, however,
were more divided on the issue (see Statement 4,
Figure 2; pg. 5).
Researchers at Wake Forest University Baptist
Medical Center found that "physicians are over
three times more likely to prescribe generic
medications to uninsured patients when drug
samples are not available; however, patients with
comprehensive drug coverage (Medicaid) received
a high proportion of generic prescriptions regardless of sample availability" (see “Drug Samples: To
those that have, it shall be given. The rest pay list
price!”: http://tinyurl.com/5w59m2).
On one hand, uninsured patients get free samples,
but their initial savings may be more than offset by
the extra cost of maintaining their more expensive
brand name drug prescriptions. On the other hand,
Medicaid patients with lower co-pays for brand
name drugs, get a better deal because they are
prescribed generics.
Continues…
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Figure 1: Opinions of Statements by All Respondents.
Neutral or No Opinion responses not included.

Figure 3: Opinions of Statements by Healthcare
Professional (HCP) Respondents. Neutral or No Opinion
responses not included.

Figure 2: Opinions of Statements by Sales Rep Respondents.
Neutral or No Opinion responses not included.

Figure 4: Summary of Level of Agreement with Statements
by Different Respondent Groups. Rep=Pharmaceutical Sales
Reps; Pharma=employees of pharmaceutical companies or
companies that provide services to the drug industry;
HCP=doctors, nurses, medical students; Patient=patients,
consumers, unaligned members of the general public.
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Are Samples Helpful in Prescribing the Correct
Medication?
“The sample exchange has become an important
tool for access but more importantly it is a tool for
trial—for doctors to gain experience with new
drugs before asking patients to pay for them and
for physicians to allow patients to try the drug and
make sure it works or does not cause adverse
events before filling a script,” says Aimee Berner, a
former Takeda Marketing Director. "It is important
that a patient be able to use a drug before they fill
the RX. Co-pays can be $50+. If the drug causes
an AE [adverse event], then the patient is out quite
a bit of money that could have been saved through
a sample trial."
“Samples are a necessity for both the patient & the
physician,” said a survey respondent. “For the
patient, they must determine if they tolerate it and
if does the job therapeutically. The physician
offering the samples is the mechanism for which a
drug gets a trial, and each new drug is basically
tested in each physician’s own practice, much like
a clinical trial. This is a win-win for the patient,
physician and the drug companies that spend
MILLIONs on research & development.”
“Since all major drugs put their foot in the market
only after strict Clinical trials,” said another survey
respondent, “there is no logical need to prove its
efficacy by providing free samples to physicians.
Physicians have no right to ignore the national/
international regulatory authorities in respect to
quality of the drug that has come to the market.”
A large majority (67%) of survey respondents
apparently agree that patients would be forced to
fill a prescription for a drug that may not be tolerable or efficacious for them if samples were not
available (see Statement 6, Figure 1; pg. 5).
Interestingly, only 42% of HCP respondents agree
(see Statement 6, Figure 3; pg. 5).
Some critics suggest that physicians do not
properly instruct patients on the use of free drug
samples and do not track how well their patients
are doing on sample medications. In a recent
Journal of Internal Medicine article, for example,
the authors contend that “it is likely that many
patients receive drugs with inadequate information
regarding dosing schedule, side effects, and
potential drug interactions… the presence of free
samples must not interfere with the practice of
evidence-based medicine,” warn the authors (see
“Prescription Drug Samples: Making Decisions with
Imperfect Data,” J Gen Intern Med. 2008 June;
23(6): 890–892. http://tinyurl.com/57cvwk).
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Some sales reps complain that pharmaceutical
companies are using reps merely as “sampledroppers” or sample delivery people. “Yes,” said an
anonymous poster on Café Pharma, “samples are
worth a tremendous amount, but pharma had been
using that as a treat - you listen to me, Doc, and I'll
give you this goody bag of samples. Now Doctors
have said 'No, that's OK, I don't want to listen to
you', and Pharma gave them the samples anyway.
Wow, you can get the same prize whether you
listen to a rep or not.”
If the drug rep merely drops off samples without
detailing the physician, it is easy to see how
physicians may dispense samples without properly
informing patients of potential problems.
Physicians Value Samples, But…
There is no doubt that many physicians value free
drug samples. In our survey, 83% of HCP
respondents agreed with Statement 2. Even
though these respondents value free samples, not
all of them are willing to spend time with sales
representatives to get the samples.
“I agree that MDs value samples; [but] I don't think
they are willing to spend time with reps to get
them,” said one HCP survey respondent. “In
today's world of ‘15 min. scheduling,’ spending 5
min. each with 3 reps = money lost from a pt visit.
My feeling is that samples help people who can't
afford drugs (with or without drug plans); gives me
a chance for a ‘test drive’ on new med preinvestment in a full fill. I'd rather see more $ put
into free samples and assistance programs, and
less into costly TV ads, pens, pads, tissues, and
keychains to enforce these ads. Don't tell me
there's no free gifts to MDs by reps - sure, no more
cruises or computers or hand-held PDRs, but free
lunches and dinners are obvious to pts. If you must
spend your profits, how's about lessening the costs
to us in middle class who have ‘plans’ but are still
hurting from costs and co-pays? I know no one
who asks for RX based on ads!”
Do Samples Increase Access and Benefit
Sales?
The number of “no-see” HCPs—physicians who do
not wish to be visited by pharma sales reps—is
accelerating. The percent of no-see HCPs in 2000
was 15% and currently about 44% of physicians
will not meet with reps. It is estimated that in 2010
the percent of no-see physicians will be 85%. This
estimate comes from, Barris Blauvelt, CEO of
Inovara, Inc., a healthcare management consulting
firm.
Continues…
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There are many physicians, however, that value
sales reps. "Don't tie our hands!,” says Jim Clark,
MD, who opposes any ban on free samples. "Sales
reps are one of the best ways of educating doctors
about new drugs. This is not to say that doctors will
just rely on their sales pitches to make their decisions on what drugs to use, but will help them to
know what drugs are available and if it is appropriate for a particular patient. I find that doctors
who won't meet with reps are usually behind in
their treatment knowledge and their ability to treat
effectively.”
Even if they are not delivered by sales reps,
samples will continue to be valued by physicians.
Blauvelt estimates that 40-45% of HCPs will still
accept samples in 2010 (see Figure 5).
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“I'm an ex-biotech marketing guy,” admits a
pharma employee survey respondent. “Believe me,
without samples our drug would never have gotten
off the ground. In 2007 we gave away $16 million
in samples for a $600 million brand -- about 11% of
the marketing budget. When sampling was high,
NRx grew, when sampling was lowered, NRx
dropped. I'll let you draw your own conclusion. In
the reps mind, samples are the only way to get in
the door. The Dr. tolerates the rep for 30 seconds
to get the samples. Without samples, the Rep does
not get a signature. Without 8 to 10 signatures a
day, the rep gets a visit from the RM or DM.”
But are samples a good tool for increasing sales
rep access to physicians? Apparently, 63% of all
survey respondents and 88% of sales rep respondents believe so (see Statement 5, Figures 1 and
2, respectively; pg. 5).
As mentioned above, sometimes reps
merely drop off samples without engaging
the physician. “Too often samples are used
by reps solely to document that they saw
the doctor, implying that discussion took
place,” said one survey respondent. “Often
the rep does not see the doctor at all. The
office receptionist procures the sample
signature but the rep reports a call.” In fact,
65% of calls result in a sample drop without
the representative ever speaking with the
HCP.

“Physicians, increasingly so, do not see
sales representatives strictly on the basis of
sample offerings,” said another survey
respondent. “Sample delivery is frequently
being handled by office staff and is
becoming less of an incentive for a
physician to see a sales rep. Therefore,
sampling is not the BEST way for sales
Figure 5: Other Options for Getting Drug Samples to Patients
reps to gain access to physicians. The
ability to educate physicians about a
Meanwhile, critics make a case that the distribution
product with new and differentiating data that
of free samples by drug reps is just another
demonstrates clinical outcomes, costmarketing ploy of pharmaceutical companies. As
effectiveness, and increased quality of life (among
one HCP survey respondent claimed, samples
other things) is becoming the standard to gaining
may be a far more effective marketing tool than
access to physicians in a more restrictive
free lunches, gifts, and direct-to-consumer ads.
environment.”
And it could be argued that the drug industry would
not give away $18 billion worth of product every
“All businesses create business through sampling
year if it did not help bring in sales.
and Pharmaceutical Companies are in business,”
said one survey respondent who is very supportive
A very substantial majority (73%) of all survey
of the pharmaceutical industry. “They are not
respondents agree that samples are an essential
researching and developing product as non-profits.
component of physician marketing and assure
market share growth for the drug (see Statement 7,
Continues…
Figures 1 and 2; pg. 5).
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America has the best and most comprehensive
pharmaceutical and medical systems in the world
today as a result of the free enterprise system.”
Indeed, sampling is a very successful marketing
strategy in the packaged goods industry.
According to a Product Sampling Study by
Arbitron, sampling successfully reaches 70 million
consumers every quarter, and one-third of
customers who try a sample will buy the sampled
product in the same shopping trip, and 58% of
those surveyed reported that they would buy the
product again.
But, as many pundits often warn pharmaceutical
marketers, drugs and not soap suds and the drug
industry is regulated and under too close scrutiny
by the public to act like Proctor & Gamble. No
matter how often you dream about it, you are not
likely to get a free sample of Viagra in the mail any
time soon!
Too many free samples may negatively affect
regular prescribing and actually hurt profits. “Too
much of free samples can also bite into one's
sales,” said one sales rep survey respondent.
“Instead of prescribing the Physician will want to
give the free samples to patients who need them.”
“Unfortunately, the system is broken,” continued
this respondent. “The reliance of samples for
physician access has made the relationship
between MD and rep symbiotic. Do I think that the
physicians write more because of samples?, yes.
Do I think they would allow access with no
samples?, no. Do the physicians think they are
helping patients financially with samples, probably,
but it is going to be the opposite.”
Should Samples Be Banned?
Given the more restrictive environment where
many physicians are refusing to see sales reps
with or without samples, and considering all the
bad press recently, perhaps the drug industry
would benefit by kicking the free sample habit.
“If the pharma industry uniformally (sic) stops
distributing free Rx drug samples, then the pharma
companies can save a lot of promotional cost and
rather spend it on other more creative, innovative
promotion and communication tools,” said one
survey respondent.
A scant minority (18%) of survey respondents
supports a ban on the distribution of free drug
samples (see Figure 6).
Some respondents suggested vouchers as an
alternative to samples: “I am a strong supporter of
sample vouchers as they are more effective in
© 2008 VirSci Corporation (www.virsci.com). All rights reserved.
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Figure 6: Survey Respondents were Asked: Should the
distribution of free Rx drug samples to physicians by
pharmaceutical sales representatives be banned?
getting the product quicker through the distribution
network,” said Angel Biaggi, Managing Director,
ABC Consulting, LLC, who answered “depends”
when asked if drug samples should be banned. “I
see them especially beneficial for new product
introductions and these do really reduce the cost of
therapy for low income patients. I see samples
useful in more mature products as a means to start
new patients and/or to jump start a new therapy. I
do not support indiscriminate sampling and loading
sample cabinets. I believe it is a waste of money
and effort and a real problem in many physician’s
offices in dealing with the expired samples.”
There may be other compromises, such as placing
limits on free samples. “Samples [should be]
available only in limited quantities during the initial
launch/first use by a doctor, but not thereafter,”
suggested a survey respondent. “Supplies of drugs
subsidized by pharma companies for low
income/uninsured patients should go through other
channels to make sure they reach only eligible
patients.”
It’s the Economy, Stupid
“While free samples clearly play a valuable role in
helping millions of financially-struggling patients
get access to the medicines they need to live
healthier lives, patients should know there are
other options,” Said Ken Johnson of PhRMA. “The
State Children’s Healthcare Insurance Program
provides health coverage for millions of low-income
families so that children can receive regular health
exams and preventative care. In addition, the
Continues…
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Partnership for Prescription Assistance (PPA) has
helped more than 5.2 million uninsured and
financially-struggling Americans with many of them
receiving medicines for free or nearly free.”
As the US economy continues to falter, more and
more patients will be cutting back on their
medications because they cannot afford to pay for
them. “For the first time in at least a decade, the
nation’s consumers are trying to get by on fewer
prescription drugs,” reported the New York Times
(see “Some Cut Back on Prescription Drugs in
Sour Economy”; see http://tinyurl.com/5pwtgx).
This will put more pressure on brand drug prices.
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It’s not clear how the drug industry will respond to
decrease Rx demand due to high prices and a bad
economy. Clearly, it cannot fight the problem with
more free samples or even industry-sponsored
patient assistance programs.
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