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alling all marketers:
don’t cancel those
journal ads just yet,
it may be time to
evaluate the overall

marketing mix for your
brand’s promotion. 

B e f o re brand managers and media dire c-
tors make their next decision on how to divide
up their promotional budget, they should
consider the results of a comprehensive new
study that measures re t u rn on investment in
four promotional areas: detailing, dire c t - t o -
consumer advertising, medical journal adver-
tising, and physician meetings and events.
Medical journals finished far ahead of the re s t
of the pack in re t u rning the best investment
for the advertising dollar, followed by physi-
cian meetings and conferences, detailing, and
d i rect-to-consumer advert i s i n g .

The independent study, ROI Analysis of
P h a rmaceutical Promotion, also known as
R A P P, was supported under an unre s t r i c t e d
grant from The Association of Medical Publi-
cations Inc. (AMP). The data were pro v i d e d
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D r. Neslin unveils the 
results of a new pharmaceutical 

marketing ROI study to a 
captive audience B Y V I RGINIA KIRK

by Scott-Levin and PERQ/HCI. Despite what
may appear to be a conflict of interest, the
AMP was uniquely positioned to execute this
s t u d y, as there are no other trade associations
for the other leading tactics, nor would any
individual pharmaceutical company ever
u n d e rtake an entire industry overv i e w.

In addition to measuring ROI for the four

tactics, Dr. Scott Neslin, Albert Wesley Fre y
P rofessor of Marketing, Amos Tuck School of
Business, Dartmouth University, had a second
objective: to understand how the ROI changes
a c c o rding to brand size and launch date.

This is the first study to evaluate all four
activities on the same footing to determine the
p roductivity of marketing expenditures. 

D r. Scott Neslin
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brands with sales greater than $25 million in
1999; we did not preselect brands that we
thought were good or bad candidates for high
ROIs.” 

D r. Neslin reviewed 391 branded dru g s
and 127 generics from 1995 to 1999, and
looked at 16,696 monthly observations for
those products. He then calculated the ROI
for overall brands and for median brands
a c c o rding to sales and the date of pro d u c t
launch. A least-squares re g ression analysis was
used to evaluate how much was spent on mar-
keting each month compared with how many
p rescriptions were written. 

“The derivation of this study began a few
years ago as medical journals — like all pro-
motional/educational vehicles — were asked
to provide solid ROI data,” D r. Neslin says.
“While there had been extensive re s e a rch in
this area, this latest request also included an
appeal to provide medical journal advert i s i n g ’s
ROI in relation to the other major pro m o t i o n-
al tools. This had
never been done
b e f o re . ”

J o u rnal advert i s-
ing, which overall
has the smallest
s h a re of the total
p romotional pie, re t u rned $5 for every $1
invested. The ROI for journal ads was even
better when evaluated for brands with sales of
m o re than $200 million and launched before
1993. Detailing (which includes one-to-one
contact and small group meetings) had an
ROI of $1.72, physician meetings and confer-
ences had an ROI of $3.56 and DTC (televi-
sion, radio, print and outdoor) re t u rned only
19 cents per $1 of investment.

Detailing is the dominant marketing
e x p e n d i t u re and has increased at about 10.7%
per year over the five-year period studied;
almost $5 billion was spent on detailing in
1999. Expenditures for dire c t - t o - c o n s u m e r
a d v e rtising have increased by more than 50%
per year. DTC grew from $200 million in
1995 to $1.5 billion in 1999. Physician meet-
ings and events also has been growing, but not
as fast — 23.6% a year. Journal advert i s i n g
has lagged, with just 9.8% growth per year. 

“Over a period of time looking at the whole
p romotion pie, which has been getting bigger
and bigger as a result of DTC over the last five
years, it became clear that in real dollars, jour-
nal ad spends are flat, roughly $500 million,”
says Joetta Melton, current president of The
Association of Medical Publications. “The pie
is getting huge, so relatively speaking, our
p e rcentage has declined.” 

Response to the study from marketers and
a d v e rtising agency executives has been posi-
tive so far.

“I thought it re p resented a study that need-
ed to be done,” says Mike Temple, executive
d i rector of management science at Wy e t h -
Ayerst. “I was surprised that the ROI was so
high on journal spending in relationship to
e v e rything else. Although it’s conceivable that
the reason the ROI for journals turned out
that way is because so little is spent on jour-
nals that even a modest impact would result in
a large ROI.” 

M r. Temple is in the process of relaying the
study results to Wy e t h - Ay e r s t ’s marketing
t e a m s .

“I’ve communicated with several of the
marketing teams about this study,” Mr. Te m-
ple says. “I’ve done my own re s e a rch in this
a rea and there are several areas where the
results from Dr. Neslin’s study confirm what
I’ve found. My only concern is that when eval-
uating ROI typically we’re interested in the
re t u rn to the company, not necessarily the
retail value of those pre s c r i p t i o n s . ”

M a u reen Regan, managing partner at
Regan Campbell Wa rd in New York, was
i m p ressed by the findings and happy to have
some solid data.

“I’ve always been a big believer in journ a l
ads,” Ms. Regan says. “Journal ads deliver the
biggest bang for the buck, have great re a c h ,
and provide a great opportunity for branding
a product. Our clients have been constantly

“I came into this study with an open mind,
and these are my objective findings,” D r. Nes-
lin says. “As an academic without a vested
l o n g - t e rm interest in one form of advert i s i n g ,
I did not feel pre s s u red to find in favor of one
mode of advertising versus another. The data,
not the sponsorship, are the driving forces of
the results. Additionally, we included all

I was surp rised that the RO I
was so high on journal spe n d i n g

M I K ET E M P L E,Wye t h - Aye r s t
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asking for more ROI data, so I think this
study is going to be very valuable.” 

Because journal advertising has been
u n d e rutilized compared with detailing and
DTC, especially for older, more mature
brands, the study is expected to have
significant impact and prompt mar-
keters to reassess their spending.

Charlie Santangelo, chief financial off i c e r
for Dorland Sweeney Jones in Philadelphia,
says he found the study exciting because it
evaluated the diff e rent variables to measure
their eff e c t i v e n e s s .

“This study economically evaluates which
variables produced which results in the mar-
ketplace over time — it’s the real world,” M r.
Santangelo says.

M r. Santangelo, as well as others in the
i n d u s t ry, believe that DTC needs further anal-
ysis because the medium is so new.

“DTC is new compared with the other
marketing variables, which have been used for
a much longer period of time,” he says. “If the
DTC for more successful brands were ana-
lyzed, there might be diff e rent re s u l t s . ”

“This study will make our industry stand
up and take notice,” says Risa Bernstein, pre s-
ident of Accel Healthcare Communications.
“This study is generating a tremendous buzz.
Because there is so much data in the databases
that can be dissected, it will have value beyond
the initial findings.”

Now that 2000 data are available, Dr. Nes-
lin will continue the study. He will explore the
ROI for specific drug brands and gather more
details on the direct-to-consumer variable,
such as TV ads and consumer print media, and
look at recent ROIs versus earlier ROIs.

“As the database continues to gro w, we will
have the opportunity to mine the data and
look at specific therapeutic areas or specific
p roducts for ROI and eff i c i e n c y,” says Charlie
Hunt, president of PERQ/HCI, which pro v i d-
ed a portion of the data to Dr. Neslin. “It’s a
good idea to look at case studies where mar-
keters can see actual successes; this will the
drive the point home to an even gre a t e r
d e g re e . ”

Rita Sweeney, president of Dorland
Sweeney Jones, says the newly released study
results already are being used by medical pub-
lication re p resentatives. 

“I checked whether publication re p re s e n t a-
tives were using the study and yes, they are , ”
Ms. Sweeney says. “I think this is a great first
step. If I were trying to justify journal place-
ment versus something else, I might say we
have proof or a model that shows in certain cir-
cumstances journal ads work. But I don’t
think it’s a one size solution.”

Ms. Melton agrees, and the AMP is not
suggesting that other forms of promotion are
not good choices.

“ We ’ re saying that marketers should exam-
ine their allocation,” Ms. Melton says. “The

new study is a nice complement to what
P E R Q / H C I ’s Marshall Paul and Charlie Hunt
have been saying for years, that until a compa-
ny maximizes its current journal ad spend,

d o n ’t add anything else because the journ a l
spend supports the company’s sales reps. And
that message was not getting through to the
p h a rmaceutical companies.”
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MORE THAN 500 INDUSTRY EXECUTIVES G ATHERED IN MANHATTAN FOR T H E

RELEASE OF THE ROI ANALYS I S OF PHARMAC E U T I CAL PRO M OT I O N , ALSO KNOWN AS

THE RAPP STUDY. IN ADDITION, MORE THAN 25 PHARMAC E U T I CAL CO M PANIES AND HEALT H-

CARE AD AGENCIES PA RT I C I PATED IN A VIDEO CONFERENCE AS THE RESULTS WERE UNVEILED

BY DR. S COTT NESLIN. SOME OF THE MOST F R E Q U E N T LY ASKED QUESTIONS
REGARDING THE STUDY’S RESULTS ARE BELOW. ANSWERS WERE PROVIDED BY DR. N E S L I N ,

P E RQ / H C I , AND SCOTT - L EV I N . TO REV I EW THE R E S U LTS OF THE STUDY A N D

F O L LOW-UP QUESTIONS, LOG ONTO W W W. A M P O N L I N E. O RG .

FAQs by marketers re g a rding the study

t h at companies co ntinue to spend money on

d e t a i l i n g. By no means could we guara ntee that

j o u rnal adve rtising or physician meetings and

eve nts would be as profitable if similar amount s

of money we re spe nt on those act i v i t i e s.And by

no means is the implication of this study that

one should no longer use detailing. Wh at the

s t u dy says is on ave ra g e, f rom 1995 to 1999,

j o u rnal adve rtising and physician meetings and

eve nts we re at t ra ct i ve, yet underu t i l i zed inve s t-

m e nt s. Companies that are expanding their

m a rketing budgets should strongly co n s i d e r

these act i v i t i e s.

One should also keep in mind that the

results of these studies are ave rage RO Is over a

f i ve - year pe ri od.Th ey suggest that the ave ra g e

b rand manager consider journal ads and phys i-

cian meetings and eve nts for additional funds.

Howeve r, individual brand managers kn ow

m o re about their particular brands and the par-

ticular co ntext they face, so that info rm at i o n

should gre atly influence their final budget allo-

cat i o n s.Wh at this study does is provide genera l

g u i d a n ce, a c ross all brands and within the nine

cells we loo ked at, on how successful va ri o u s

a ctivities we re.

Q : Why is it that DTC has such a lowe r

ROI co m p a red with other act i v i t i e s ?

A : Th e re are many possible ex p l a n at i o n s :

(a) DTC is not as easy to targ e t, s i n ce it is pri-

m a rily done over mass media;

(b) a DTC ad affe cts the medication of only one

p at i e nt, w h e reas detailing, j o u rnal ads, a n d

p hysician meetings and eve nts affe ct the pre-

Q : Please define the va ri a b l e

“d e t a i l i n g.”

A : Details are defined as each prod u ct

discussed during a sales ca l l . A sales call is

defined as a face - to - f a ce meeting be twe e n

a pharm a ce u t i cal re p re s e nt at i ve and a

p hysician (or group of phys i c i a n s ) .

Detail dollars are based on the ave ra g e

cost of a sales ca l l , including fixed co s t s

a s s oc i ated with keeping a rep in the field

( s a l a ry,car allowa n ce, t rave l ,bo n u s,e tc ) ,b u t

none of the va riable costs (samples, m a r-

keting mate ri a l s, e tc ) .The ave rage estimat-

ed cost of an office-based physician ca l l

was $142, and for hospital-based phys i-

c i a n s, $ 1 7 9 .

Q : Would samples and marke t i n g

m ate rials increase RO I ?

A : It’s difficult to pre d i ct ex a ctly how

these factors would affe ct RO I . I wo u l d

ex pe ct that quantifying the cost of samples

would decrease RO I , be cause curre nt l y, t h e

full sales impact of detailing is in the dat a ,

but not the full co s t. Howeve r, this ca n’t be

g u a ra nte e d.

Q : Are n’t the data “t h re ate n i n g”

to those who be l i eve mainly in

d e t a i l i n g ?

A : The results for detailing shouldn’t be

seen as thre atening at all. The fact that

detailing did so we l l , d e s p i te the huge

a m o u nt of money spe nt on it, is ve ry

e n co u ra g i n g, and ce rtainly would suggest
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Despite the low re t u rn from dollars spent
on DTC, no one has any illusions that DTC
spending will dro p .

“DTC is here to stay and will gro w, ” M s .
Regan says. “I’ve been in this industry almost

20 years and there are just so many more ele-
ments re q u i red now to launch or maintain a
successful brand. I can’t imagine this study
will decrease the number of meetings to sus-
tain a product or that DTC will change. But

the study really confirmed what I’ve always
thought about journal advertising.” ✦

Ph a rm a Vo i ce we l comes co m m e nts about this

a rt i c l e. E-mail us at fe e d b a c k @ p h a rm a l i n x . co m .
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RISA BERNSTEIN. Pre s i d e nt, Ac ce l

He a l t h ca re Co m m u n i cat i o n s, New

Yo rk ; Ac cel He a l t h ca re is a healthca re

a dve rtising agency 

CHARLIE HUNT. Pre s i d e nt, P E RQ / H C I

Re s e a rch Co rp. , Pri n ce to n ,N . J . ;

P E RQ/HCI is a market re s e a rc h

co m p a ny

J O E TTA MELTO N . Pre s i d e nt,Th e

As s oc i ation of Me d i cal Pu b l i cat i o n s,

We s t f i e l d, N . J . ;The AMP is an org a n i z a-

tion co m posed of publishing firms in

the medical field

D R .S COTT NESLIN. Al be rt We s l ey

Frey Pro fessor of Ma rke t i n g, Am o s

Tuck School of Bu s i n e s s, Da rt m o u t h

Un i ve r s i ty, Ha n ove r, N . H .

MARSHALL PAU L . Ch a i rm a n ,

P E RQ/HCI Re s e a rch Co rp. , Pri n ce to n ,

N . J . ;P E RQ/HCI is a market re s e a rc h

co m p a ny 

M AUREEN REGAN. Ma n a g i n g

p a rt n e r, Regan Ca m p bell Wa rd, New

Yo rk ; Regan Ca m p bell Wa rd is a

h e a l t h ca re adve rtising agency 

CHARLIE SANTA N G E LO. Ch i e f

financial office r,Do rland Swe e n ey Jo n e s,

Ph i l a d e l p h i a ;Do rland Swe e n ey Jones is

a healthca re adve rtising agency 

K E L LY SPORLINI. As s oc i ate dire cto r

of promotional audits,S co t t - Levin Co. ,

New tow n ,Pa . ;S co t t - Levin is a marke t

re s e a rch co m p a ny

R I TA SWEENEY. Pre s i d e nt, Do rl a n d

Swe e n ey Jo n e s, Ph i l a d e l p h i a ; Do rl a n d

Swe e n ey Jones is a healthca re

a dve rtising agency

MIKE T E M P L E. Exe c u t i ve dire ctor of

m a n a g e m e nt science,Wye t h - Aye r s t

La bo rato ri e s, St. Dav i d’s Pa . ;Wye t h -

Ayerst La bo rato ries is a division of the

p h a rm a ce u t i cal co m p a ny Am e ri ca n

Home Prod u cts Co rp.

Experts on this topics c ribing be h avior of one phys i c i a n , who has

s eve ral pat i e nt s. These activities thus have a

multiplier effe ct that DTC does not have ;

(c) DTC adve rtising strate gy has changed ove r

time since companies are learning how to use

the medium. Companies have changed cre-

at i ve, m e s s a g e, and scheduling strategies and

a re in the process of learning how best to do

D TC . The other activities have been around a

long time so companies kn ow how to optimize

t h e m .So whatever effe ct we read out for detail-

i n g, j o u rnal ads, and physician meetings and

eve nts re p re s e nts the best companies can do,

w h e reas the DTC results re f l e ct probably a lot of

campaigns that we re far from optimal.

Q : Is there a “t h re s h o l d” be l ow which

D TC adve rtising isn’t a good inve s t-

m e nt? How might this impact the

results? 

A : The analysis did not explicitly measure

t h reshold or sat u ration leve l s. Howeve r, if there

is a threshold effe ct, this might explain the sta-

t i s t i cally insignifica nt ROI for the ave rage ove ra l l

b ra n d, which is a $50 million to $200 million

b rand launched be fo re 1994. Brands with this

p rofile might not be investing in DTC beyo n d

the threshold level for DTC .

Q : Why is DTC shown to have a higher

ROI for larger brands? 

A : The re g ression model estimates ROI by

examining how much sales increase per dollar

i n c rease in adve rt i s i n g. The larger ROI for DTC

for bigger brands simply means that the incre-

m e ntal dollar spe nt on DTC for a larger bra n d

g e n e rally generated more sales than an incre-

m e ntal dollar spe nt for a small bra n d. It is tru e

t h at larger brands are generally spending more

on DTC than smaller bra n d s, so the incre m e nt a l

changes in expenditures the regression

o b s e rves for larger brands are generally off a

l a rger base. It could be that there is a base

t h reshold be fo re DTC has any effe ct, and small

b rands are just not above that thre s h o l d. Al s o,i t

could be that at larger ex pe n d i t u re leve l s,

b rands pay more at te ntion to the quality of

the ad campaign — the co py,the schedule,

and targeting — so do be t te r.

Q : Is it possible that the low RO I

on DTC is due to the fact that DTC

ex pe n d i t u res sometimes swing

wildly from month to mont h ,b u t

sales don’t tend to? 

A : Yes that is po s s i b l e, but re m e m ber the

re g ression also co n s i d e red that DTC might

i n c rease sales in future mont h s.So it is po s-

s i b l e, and in fact this was the general find-

i n g, t h at only about 10% of DTC’s to t a l

e f fe ct is felt in the first month in which the

m o n ey is spe nt. It took about two years fo r

v i rtually all of DTC’s effe ct to accumulate.

Q : Does the analysis assume that

j o u rnal adve rtising ex pe n d i t u re s

a re put towa rd the “most effe ct i ve”

j o u rnals for a given brand? 

A : In this eva l u at i o n , one gets an “ave r-

a g e” v i ew. For the ave rage bra n d, this is the

way that brand spe nt its money, and here is

the ROI that is seen.It’s an aggre g ation ove r

m a ny bra n d s, cove ring an ave rage quality

of decision maki n g. Wh at ca n’t be infe rre d

is the ca p a c i ty to do be t ter or worse for any

s pecific bra n d.

Q : We re the meetings and eve nt s

“p ro m o t i o n a l”as well as “e d u ca-

t i o n a l” meetings? 

A : Ye s,t h ey we re both ty pes of meetings.

Q : Are physician meetings and

eve nts only those org a n i zed by

individual co m p a n i e s, or are they

also assoc i ation meetings?

A : The physician meetings and eve nt s

t h at are tra c ked by Sco t t - Levin include

those eve nts that are spo n s o red by indi-

vidual companies as well as assoc i at i o n s.


