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Free Drug Samples Create Ethical Rift Among MDs
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T U C S O N ,  A R I Z .  —  Physicians are di-
vided over whether it is ethical to use free
sample medications in their primary care
practices, Nancy Sohler, Ph.D., and Dr. Di-
ane McKee reported at the annual meet-
ing of the North American Primary Care
Research Group.

Accepting samples was viewed either as
being ethically questionable or as a useful
way of helping provide health care to
low-income patients, according to findings
from a study of 24 family medicine and
general internal medicine physicians, nurs-
es, and administrators in practices affiliat-
ed with a large urban medical center serv-
ing low- and middle-income patients in
New York.

Interactions with pharmaceutical rep-
resentatives were viewed as a direct con-

flict of interest, an influence that could be
controlled, or a source of useful informa-
tion that helped keep the practice up to
date on new medications. Of the total, 10
respondents felt that they could control
the influence of drug firm representatives
by keeping them away from residents, by
setting limits on what gifts or favors could
be accepted, or by always being mindful
that representatives are selling a product,
Dr. Sohler said in an interview.

For the respondents who drew a hard
ethical line, “it wasn’t that they thought giv-
ing out samples [to patients] was unethical,
but that it wasn’t good practice,” she said.
“They understood why others did it, but
they worried about conflicts of interest
with their interactions with the reps.”

Those who accepted samples said inad-
equacies in the health care system forced
them to rely on gifts to care for their
most needy patients.

All of the respondents evaluated mar-
keting practices from the perspective of
protecting and serving their patients, said
Dr. Sohler, professor of community health
and social medicine, City University of
New York (N.Y.). None of the respon-
dents expressed concern that physicians
were ignoring clinical symptoms to pre-
scribe the “right drugs.”

The study included in-depth, qualitative
interviews and was prompted by an ad-
ministrative decision at the medical center
to ban samples and pharmaceutical rep-
resentatives from the community prac-
tices. That decision left many providers
uncertain about how to care for patients
without adequate health care coverage. 

Others suggested that the policy was
changed because the administration didn’t
want physicians taking the time to talk to
sales representatives, didn’t trust that staff
would avoid entering into agreements

with pharmaceutical firms, and did want
a single policy, because teaching sites had
a “no-rep” policy and other sites didn’t
need samples.

Dr. Sohler said further study would be
needed to determine whether samples
help poor patients more than they harm
them, and whether representatives influ-
ence prescribing practices in mostly help-
ful or harmful ways.

“The empirical, quantitative evidence
isn’t good on whether free medications
help or harm our patients,” Dr. Sohler
said. “We realize that all marketing has an
influence, but we don’t know if it harms
our patients.

“People are drawing on their different
values and perspectives to make a deci-
sion. We need hard evidence to make a
policy, but in the meantime, we should
keep these perspectives in mind as the
data come in.” ■
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PROFESSIONAL OPPORTUNITIES

Kadlec Health System gives you the opportunity to work
in a physician-focused environment while living in the
heart of the Northwest’s wine country.

Internal Medicine Physicians who join us in
Richland, Washington, will enjoy:

• Multi-specialty Clinic or Private Practice
• Hospitalist and Intensivist Programs
• EMR, World Class Imaging Center, Physician Portal, 

Computerized Charting
• Region’s Only Open Heart Surgery & Interventional Cardiology Programs

Kadlec. More than you imagined.

We invite you to apply by emailing your CV to physician-
recruitment@kadlecmed.org or calling 
us at 509-942-2115 with questions.

EOE

The best of both worlds

www.kadlecmed.org

—your life and your career.

Chairperson, Department
of Medicine

Chairperson, Department of Medicine
sought for 357-bed acute care teaching
hospital with Internal Medicine residency.
Board certification in Internal Medicine or
sub-specialty required. Responsibilities in-
clude oversight of departmental quality,
peer review and credentialing processes,
collaboration with residency program and
medical staff, and Medicine Service Line
operations and strategy. Located in Balti-
more, Maryland, the hospital has been
recognized as a Solucient Top 100 Hospi-
tal and is a recipient of the Medicare
Excellence Award. Wanda Parker, The
HealthField Alliance, 203-778-3333,
healthfield@mindspring.com

PHYSICIAN (Internist)
Centro de Salud Familiar La Fe (La Fe)
offers comprehensive health-care services
in El Paso via eight service sites. La Fe is
seeking board certified or board eligible
physicians who will be responsible for pro-
viding quality health-care services and will
assist the chief medical officer in quality
improvement and administrative activities.
A successful candidate will hold a M.D.
or a D.O. degree from an approved and ac-
credited medical school. Must also have
successfully completed a 3-year Accredited
Residency Program . Competitive salary
package. Send CV to: La Fe Human
Resources Manager Irma Rangel, 608 S.
St. Vrain, El Paso, Texas, 79901.
www.lafe-ep.org

INTERNIST, San Luis, AZ - BC/BE. Excel-
lent salary & benefits. San Luis Walk In
Clinic, Submit CV to Tuly Medina, 1896
East Babbit Lane, San Luis AZ 85349.

WANTED
CRUISE SHIP DOCTORS

Alaska/Russia/Pacific 
Contact: pguibor@aol.com

Dr. Pierre Guibor: (201)392-3438

CONTINUING EDUCATION

11th Annual Postgraduate Course on
Pediatric, Adolescent and
Young  Adult Gynecology

Friday, March 23, 2007
from 8 am to 5 am

at Mount Sinai Hospital, NYC
Course Director: Albert Altcheck, MD

Contact: Jeanette Cotto
Program Coordinator

jeanette.cotto@mssm.edu
212-731-7950
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INTERNAL MEDICINE NEWS assumes the state-
ments made in classified advertisements are
accurate, but cannot investigate the state-
ments and assumes no responsibility or lia-
bility concerning their content. The Publish-
er reserves the right to decline, withdraw, or
edit advertisements. Every effort will be made
to avoid mistakes, but responsibility cannot be
accepted for clerical or printer errors.

Have questions on classifieds?
Call Robin Cryan

(800) 379-8785
(212) 633-3160

for more information.


