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Direct-to-Consumer Ads Found to Have Little Effect
B Y  J O N AT H A N  G A R D N E R

London Bureau

Direct-to-consumer advertising may
have a limited effect on demand
for medication, based on analysis

of Canadians exposed to U.S. advertising
published online.

Researchers from Harvard Medical
School, Boston, and University of Alberta,
Edmonton, found that the introduction of
U.S. advertising campaigns for etanercept
(Enbrel) and mometasone (Nasonex)—to
which English-speaking Canadians were
exposed through broadcast, print, and on-
line media—did not cause a statistically sig-
nificant change in prescribing patterns in
English-speaking areas, when compared
with French-speaking areas of Canada,

where exposure was limited (BMJ
2008;337:a1055 [doi:10.1136/bmj.a1055]).

An advertising campaign for tegaserod
(Zelnorm), however, did cause a statisti-
cally significant increase in English-speak-
ing areas.

“People tend to think that if direct-to-
consumer advertising wasn’t effective,
[pharmaceutical companies] wouldn’t be
doing it,” investigator Dr. Stephen
Soumerai, professor of ambulatory care
and prevention at Harvard, said in a state-
ment. “But as it turns out, decisions to
market directly to consumers [are] based
on scant data.”

Dr. Soumerai and his colleagues studied
Canadians because although direct-to-con-
sumer advertising is illegal in Canada,
English speakers close to the border are ex-

posed to U.S. advertising. About 30% of
television watched by English-speaking
Canadians is foreign sourced, the re-
searchers said, citing Statistics Canada
data. But because the advertising is in
English, French speakers can serve as a
control group because they view much
less foreign-sourced media—about 5%,
the researchers said.

Consulting data from IMS Health Cana-
da, the researchers said they detected no
statistically different changes in prescrib-
ing patterns in English- and French-speak-
ing provinces following the January 2003
introduction of U.S. direct-to-consumer
advertising for etanercept and the De-
cember 2004 start of the campaign for
mometasone. But, for tegaserod, pre-
scribing rates grew 42% in English-speak-

ing provinces in the first month after the
start of an August 2003 campaign.

The trend was not sustained, and with-
in 2 years, tegaserod prescription rates
were the same in both English- and French-
speaking provinces, the researchers said.
The trend in Canada was not as pro-
nounced as in the U.S. Medicaid program,
which saw its prescribing of tegaserod rise
56%, the researcher wrote. Tegaserod since
has been withdrawn from the market.

The researchers acknowledged that
their findings may not be generalizable to
other drugs advertised directly to con-
sumers. They added that differences in
drug coverage, exposure to advertising,
television viewing patterns, culture, and
the health care system at large may have
had an effect on their findings. ■
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LABORATORIES

LOW-COST QUALITY SLIDE PREP.

Borsting Laboratories, Inc. has been in business for
more than 45 years and has become one of the
country’s largest independently owned and operated,
full-service tissue processing laboratory. All supplies
are free and we offer Next-Day-Air pickup and
delivery by Federal Express at no charge to your
clinic. Our turn-around time is less than 24 hours.

For a free Doctor Kit, call our toll-free line (800) 982-
1336.

PROFESSIONAL OPPORTUNITIES

Join one Dermatologist in lucrative private
practice with multiple state-of-the-art offices
assuming high volume practice. Recruiting
two Dermatologists. Negotiable salary,
bonus, benefits and partnership. $500K + in-
come - easy! 800-831-5475 Fax 314-984-
9246 E/m: donohueandassoc@aol.com

Portland, OREGON

General Dermatologist Wanted to join
Salinas & Monterey Practice. Enjoy
clean air, temperate climate, miles of
beaches, great restaurants and golf.
Build the practice to suit you. Reply
mohsdocderm@yahoo.com
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Colorado Permanente Medical Group P.C.

WE BELIEVE in getting more out of life

At Kaiser Permanente Colorado we believe you’ll be able to get more out of your life 
and your career. That’s because, as a physician- managed, multi-specialty healthcare delivery 
operation, we know firsthand what it takes to advance professionally and thrive personally. 

BC/BE GENERAL DERMATOLOGIST
Boulder County, Colorado

The advantages of working with us include our comprehensive network of support, 
state-of-the-art electronic medical records system, collegial team environment and 
excellent compensation and benefit package. You'll also enjoy living in Colorado, an area 
known for its beautiful natural attractions and four season recreational amenities. Our mild 
temperatures and diverse culture make us an ideal place for those who love a community 
rich in arts and entertainment.

If you believe in getting more out of life, contact the Colorado Permanente Medical Group today.

Call Kathleen M. Ward at 1-866-239-1677
kathleen.m.ward@kp.org
http://physiciancareers.kp.org/co
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