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Consumer Response to Print Prescription

Drug Advertising

Direct-to-consumer (DTC) prescription drug advertising has grown significantly over

the last few years and extended into a variety of health conditions, even as the

controversy around it continues. How do consumers feel about this advertising,

who reads it, and what are the likely behavioral responses? This article attempts

to answer these questions. Based on a sample of 1,475 women who are regular

readers of magazines, consumer attitudes and response to print DTC advertising

is explored. Results show that women generally value DTC advertising, and

readership levels are substantial especially if the advertisement is about a

symptom that the respondent has or may have. DTC advertisements also seem

to encourage respondents to ask their doctors about what they saw advertised,

and some respondents are likely to insist on prescriptions as well. Age and user-

ship of prescription drugs significantly enhance the interest and response to this

category of advertising.

EVEN AS THE CONTROVERSY around direct-to-
consumer (DTC) prescription drug advertising con-
tinues to gain momentum, advertising budgets
for these products are escalating. Pharmaceutical
companies spent $1.8 billion on advertising in
1999, up from $1.3 billion in 1998, and $1 billion
in 1997 (Kranhold, 2000). How do the consumers,
targets of this advertising, feel about DTC adver-
tising? How effective is this advertising and who
reads it? What actions, if any, are taken after
exposure to these advertisements? This article is
designed to answer these questions by exploring
consumer reactions to DTC advertising and eval-
uating their readership of and response to this
type of advertising among women magazine read-
ers. The results should help in providing direc-
tions for the pharmaceutical industry in planning
their marketing communications strategies and
offering information for the development of guide-

lines for this emerging advertising category.
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BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE

The phenomenal growth of DTC advertising is a
result of FDA moves in 1997, which have made it
easier for pharmaceutical companies to advertise
prescription drugs, especially on television. These
moves include permitting advertisers more flexi-
bility in providing information about the adver-
tised drug. For example, the new guidelines allow
advertisers to include both the name of the drug
and the health condition it treats, along with a
statement of major risks and side effects, and a
reference to a source of further information such
as a toll-free number or website without requiring
long statements of side effects and contraindica-
tions (Brumback, 1999),

Recently, huge proportions, in some cases as
high as 90 percent, of a brand’s total promotional
budget are being spent on DTC mass media (West,
1999a). This shows a marked shift in strategy

from the traditional focus on professional cam-
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paigns and promotions. Not only are high
proportions of total advertising and pro-
motional budgets being shifted to con-
sumer spending, the total budgets
themselves for many brands are being
increased to enormous levels, by any stan-
dards. This is true for a number of com-
panies and for a variety of products.
Indeed, many prescription drug brands
have become household names due to
the extensive, continued advertising and
promotional activities, even among
nonsufferers.

The growth in prescription drug adver-
tising spending is also a result of the
extension of advertising into a variety of
health conditions, even those that were
considered somewhat taboo until re-
cently. Conditions that are highly per-
sonal and not openly discussed are
currently advertised not only in discreet
print media but also in other types of
media including television, where expo-
sure to the advertising may be in a so-
cial, nonprivate environment. Additionally,
products are being advertised for condi-
tions that patients may not even recog-
nize themselves and need professional
diagnosis,

Further, a number of these drug prod-
ucts are treatments for conditions that have
a fairly low incidence of sufferers in the
general population but, regardless of that,
are advertised in the mass media. In the
culture of a highly segmented market-
place, this mass-marketing approach is
worth noting. The effectiveness of DTC
advertising has still to be determined, and
some analysts feel a lot of media spend-
ing has yet to translate to a lot of brand-
ing (Barrett, 1998) although other industry
observers note that there have been some
success stories (Brumback, 1999; Goetzl,
1999). Of course, for many brands, pre-
empting the category initially may prove
to be worth the large investments, espe-

cially for products affecting relatively larger

CONSUMER RESPONSE TO DTC ADVERTISING

DTC advertising helps to educate consumers about the

choices available in treatment, as well as provide infor-

mation about various health conditions . ..

proportions of the population. Neverthe-
less, return-on-investment calculations are
still important and should be helpful in
deciding future directions.

What really makes all of this so inter-
esting is that while the consumer is the
ultimate user of the product, decision to
use or buy is only indirectly, if at all,
dependent on the consumer who has be-
come the target of this extensive advertis-
ing. This advertising serves as a source of
information and awareness; the patient
must obtain a prescription for use through
a doctor or health-care professional.

Proponents of DTC prescription drug
advertising believe that the knowledge
and information function of such adver-
tising has enormous benefits. It is claimed
that DTC advertising “is an excellent way
to meet the growing demand for medical
information, empowering consumers by
educating them about health conditions
and possible treatments” (Holmer, 1999),
DTC advertising helps to educate consum-
ers about the choices available in treat-
ment, as well as provide information about
various health conditions, which may not
be widely known or easily recognized by
patients. In some cases, patients may not
even be aware that treatment exists. Armed
with knowledge from DTC advertising,
consumers may discuss their treatment
options with their doctors and be better
qualified to help manage their own health
care, PPatient compliance may also be im-
proved as a result of this interaction. With
an aging population and the cultural trend
toward increasingly easy access of medi-
cal information, DTC advertising is seen

as appropriate, relevant, and beneficial.

Opponents feel DTC advertising, even
when truthful, may not always be com-
pletely read, so that consumers will not fully
comprehend the side effects and risks as-
sociated with a drug’s use. Further, some
feel the increased patient involvement in
the prescription development process may
have unfavorable medical consequences
since physicians may be persuaded, cven
pressured, by patients to prescribe the re-
quested medication even when it is not the
first choice of the physician. Many believe
that, in fact, the “principal effect of DTC
marketing is to create consumer demand,
changing the physician-patient relation-
ship to a physician-consumer relationship”
(Hollon, 1999). It is claimed that pharma-
ceutical manufacturers are using enlight-
ened “health-care consumers” to market
their drugs through health-care providers
(Hoffman, 1993). There is concern whether
inappropriate prescribing is leading to
people obtaining drugs they should not be
getting. Not the least of all, DTC advertis-
ing’s impact on costs of medications is also

a serious consideration.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND
STUDY OBJECTIVES
Where do the consumers stand on all of
this? What are their attitudinal reactions
to DTC advertising thev see in magazines
and newspapers? Who reads these adver-
tisements and what response action is
taken, if any, after exposure to these ad-
vertisements? The present research is de-
signed to answer these questions among
women magazine readers.

In addition to providing information to

help plan directions and strategies for this
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class of advertising, the answers to these
questions are also important because they
should have an indirect impact on all ad-
vertising. Reactions and response to DTC
advertising can be expected to influence
the overall attitudes to advertising in gen-
eral, which in turn have been found to
influence effectiveness of any specific ad-
vertising (Mehta, 2000),

More specifically, the objectives of this

article are to evaluate:

o consumer attitudinal reactions toward
print DTC advertising in terms of its
importance, value, and believability

e readership of and interest in such ad-
vertising, including disclaimers in small
print in these advertisements

e persuasiveness of and response to such

advertising.

Market segment differences in the results
were also explored. Specifically, demo-
graphic differences related to age, educa-
tion and income levels, as well as differences
among groups with varying involvement
levels as measured by category usership
were evaluated. It is possible that respon-
dents who currently take prescription drugs
may have more favorable attitudes and re-
actions to DTC advertising and be more
likely to read such advertising than those
who are not users of prescription drugs. Ad-
ditionally, having a family member who
takes prescribed medications may increase
the involvement levels as well. The article
explored the impact of self and /or family
usership on attitudes, readership, and re-
sponse to such advertisements,
Additionally, attitudes and response to
DTC advertising can be expected to influ-
ence how likely consumers are to attend
to any specific drug advertising. The meth-

odology of the present study also included:

e exploring the impact of reactions and

response to DTC advertising on recall

of specific prescription drug advertise-

ments in magazines.

PAST RESEARCH AND FINDINGS
While there has been a substantial amount
of discussion regarding the pros and cons
of DTC advertising, research studies in
the area are relatively few. While overall
attitudes toward advertising in general
have been evaluated extensively by re-
searchers over the vears (e.g., see Mittal,
1994; Shavitt, Lowrey, and Haefner, 1998;
Zanot, 1981), advertising in the specific
DTC prescription drug category, however,
is a relatively new phenomenon. Given
the various opinions and interest groups
involved, this is an important area of re-
search. Both consumers’ as well as health-
care professionals’ interests and attitudes
are relevant and need to be explored.
Results from an early one-market ex-
ploratory consumer study conducted in
the early 1990s before a large volume of
DTC advertising appeared in the media
show consumers were open to the idea
of DTC advertising. Respondents thought
they would likely respond to DTC ad-
vertising by initiating a discussion with
a health-care professional, and some re-
spondents also said they would be
likely to ask their doctor for a prescrip-
tion for a drug they saw advertised but
very few felt they would change their
doctor if they did not receive the pre-
scription (Everett, 1991). Along those lines,
in another study conducted soon after
within another metropolitan area, Alper-
stein and Peyrot (1993) found consum-
ers were moderately aware of the few
DTC advertisements that were running
at that time and were generally in favor
of prescription drug advertising. Addi-
tionally, results showed that a large ma-
jority of the respondents said that they
felt DTC advertising could educate con-
sumers while some, a little over one in

four respondents, also reported some con-
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cern that such advertisements would be
confusing.

As DTC advertising has grown, more
recently, West (1999b) reports about 81
percent of the public surveved by a health
magazine have seen a DTC advertisement
and 44 percent of the total sample have
talked to a physician about the advertised
drug. Holmer (1999) reports the findings
of a early 1998 study conducted by Pre-
vention magazine that 53 million consum-
ers talked to their physician about a
medication they saw advertised, and as
many as 12.1 million consumers received
a prescription as a direct result of seeing a
DTC advertisement. Based on a Scoftt-
Levin Audit, Zoeller (1999) reports that
across all conditions, patients requested a
specific brand-name drug therapy in about
10 percent of the physician visits, but for
some specific conditions for which adver-
tising campaigns were running currently,
one-fifth to as high as two-thirds of phy-
sician visits included a request for drug
therapy showing that the effects of adver-
tising can be immense. Angrisani (1999)
reports results of a Time Inc. study that
awareness of drugs for certain categories
was dramatically up, and about 30 per-
cent of the respondents discussed a drug
with their doctor after seeing an adver-
tisement for the product; additionally, al-
most one in four patients who visited a
doctor as a result of seeing an advertise-
ment, received a prescription for it. An
AARP survey found that about one-third
of the consumers surveyed failed to no-
tice the small print in advertisements spell-
ing the side effects and risks of medications
(Kranhold, 2000). The study also found
that roughly half of the respondents said
DTC advertisements gave them enough
information about a drug's risk and side
effects, while about 45 percent felt they
did not provide enough information.

Studies conducted among doctors and

physicians are showing the same find-



ings: there is a rise in the number of
patients asking for a drug by name (Lieb-
man, 1993), and some health-care profes-
sionals are reporting that they feel pressure
to prescribe the drug when patients ask
about it after seeing an advertisement
(Spurgeon, 1999). Kravitz (2000) reports
that a 1997 study of family physicians
found that four-fifths of the sample be-
lieved that DTC advertising was not a
good idea because of the cost involved,
and especially because the advertise-
ments promote a “misleading, biased
view” of drugs. Petroshius, Titus, and
Hatch (1995), however, found physicians
are generally favorable to DTC advertis-
ing, but younger, less experienced physi-
cians tend to view pharmaceutical
advertising targeted to consumers more
favorably and are more responsive to pa-
tient inquires and requests for prescrip-
tion drugs than older, more experienced
physicians. Differences in attitudes by phy-
sician specialty were also found in this
study as were found in a study of UK.
doctors by Reast and Carson (2000). The
attitudes and reactions of health-care pro-
fessionals to DTC advertising are impor-
tant mediators of the success of DTC
advertising overall and need to be con-
sidered. The present study, however, is
focused on consumer attitudes and re-
sponse to DTC advertising,

While response to all types of DTC ad-
vertising is relevant, print advertising is
especially important for this category of
products since it allows consumers to
spend as much time as they want to look
through and read these prescription drug
advertisements. In a content analysis of
24 popular magazines, Pinto (2000) found
that DTC advertisements are found in ev-
ery category of magazine and use a vari-
ety of informational and emotional appeals.
Zoeller (1999) notes that based on com-
ments in a Scott-Levin DTC advertising

audit, many women prefer to read medi-
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The attitudes and reactions of health-care professionals

to DTC advertising are important mediators of the suc-

cess of DTC advertising overall and need to be considered.

cal information in magazines and bring
them to discuss with their doctor. West
(1999b) reports findings of a study that
while magazine and TV advertisements
were equally effective in getting consum-
ers to ask doctors about prescription drugs,
over half the respondents said they pre-
ferred print advertisements that they could
hold on to and look through carefully.
The present study is conducted in context
of print DTC advertising among women

magazine readers.

SAMPLE AND METHODOLOGY
The data for the present study were col-
lected using Gallup & Robinson’s stan-
dard Magazine Impact Research Systems
(MIRS) for print advertising testing. A
total of 1475 women, 18+ years of age
and regular magazine readers from over
30 geographically dispersed markets na-
tionwide, participated in the study (see
Appendix for sample demographics).
These data were collected over many mag-
azine tests from 1997 through 2000. For
each individual study, participants from
typically 10 major metropolitan, geograph-
ically dispersed markets around the coun-
try were recruited via a personal interview
using a combination of door-to-door and
mall/other intercept methods. A stan-
dard screener was used for recruiting pur-
poses, with respondents qualifying on
being regular readers (two of the last
four issues) of the class of magazine in
which the advertising appeared.

MIRS is an in-magazine, at-home adver-
tising copy testing system. Respondents

are exposed to the advertisements within

the magazine as they read the test maga-
zine in their homes. One of the strengths
of this system is that it attempts to closely
approximate natural advertising expo-
sure. Respondents are recruited to partici-
pate in a magazine readership study, naive
to the true purpose of the study, and are
asked to read the test issue of the maga-
zine “as they normally would.” A tele-
phone interview is scheduled for the day
after exposure to discuss the magazine
editorial and content. Advertising effec-
tiveness measures are obtained during this
interview such as recall (intrusiveness) for
about 15 selected test advertisements in
that particular magazine, including the
DTC advertisements that appeared in the
issue. Next, demographic information is
collected. Finally, attitudes and reactions
toward DTC advertising were collected.
Respondents were also asked whether they
themselves, or anyone in the immediate
family, currently take medications pre-
scribed by doctors. Among other mea-
sures, recall for the DTC advertisements

were obtained as part of this interview.

Measures

Reactions, readership, and response to-
ward DTC advertising. Various state-
ments were used to measure attitudinal
reactions, readership, and response to-
ward DTC advertising on 5-point an-
chored scales (strongly agree/disagree,
always read/always skip, very likely/
definitely would not ask or insist, as ap-
propriate). Respondents were asked about

their readership of such advertisements
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in newspapers and magazines, about their
perceptions regarding the importance of
such advertising as compared to other reg-
ular advertising, believability of such ad-
vertising, ease of understanding, whether
DTC advertisements downplayed the seri-
ous nature of the category (this last state-
ment was included in only later studies),
as well as the likelihood that they would
ask their doctor about a advertised drug or
treatment they saw advertised, or insist on
getting prescriptions for it. For each state-
ment, respondents were grouped into three
groups (top 2 box, middle box, and bottom

2 box) for further analysis.

Intrusivenessfrecall. Fifteen selected ad-
vertisements in each test magazine were
cued by brand name. One to three DTC
advertisements were cued in each study.
Respondents who claimed to recall any of
one of these advertisements were asked
open-ended questions about the advertise-
ment. The responses to these advertise-
ments were used as evidence to prove
that the particular DTC advertisement was
actually recalled. Proved recall is a more
stringent measure of attention-getting
power and memorability of an advertise-
ment than claimed recall. Respondents who
recalled (proved) any one of the cued
DTC advertisements were grouped as Re-
callers of DTC advertisements and results
were compared to Nonrecallers of such

advertisements.

Demographic/usership subgroup. Re-
sults across various age, education, and
household income levels were also evalu-
ated. Respondents were also identified as
prescription drug users or nonusers based
on whether they were currently (at the
time of data collection) taking any medi-
cation that had been prescribed by doctor,
and differences among these groups were
explored. Additionally, in some sub-

sequent magazine tests, respondents were

also asked whether any member of their
immediate family was taking any medi-
cation that had been prescribed to them
by a doctor, and the impact of this was
also evaluated for the major variables of

interest.
RESULTS

Reactions, readership, and response to
DTC advertisements

Total sample. As shown in Table 1, on a
total sample basis, results show that a
majority of respondents, over three out of
five, feel DTC advertisements communi-
cate more important information than reg-
ular advertising. About half of the sample
also feels DTC advertisements are more
believable and some agree that DTC ad-
vertisements are easier to understand, but
others, over a third of the sample, are also
of the opinion that DTC advertisements
underplay the serious nature of prescrip-
tion medications.

In terms of readership levels, a little
less than one out of three respondents
claim to regularly read DTC advertise-
ments in newspapers and magazines.
Readership levels, however, increase to
nearly one out of two if the advertise-
ment is about a symptom the respondent
has or may think she/he has. Disclaimers
printed in small letters with the advertise-
ment are also generally read by those
who read DTC advertisements: a signifi-
cant majority of those who say they
almost always/usually read DTC adver-
tisements, also claim to always/usually
read the disclaimers printed in small let-
ters in these advertisements (74 percent).
The remaining readers of DTC advertise-
ments may or may not read the accompa-
nying disclaimers (19 percent), or say they
typically skip reading the disclaimers (7
percent). Among those who regularly read

advertisements about symptoms they have
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or may have, very similar proportions of
respondents report reading the disclaim-
ers in small print in these advertisements
on a regular (74 percent), occasional (19
percent), and infrequent (7 percent) basis.

When asked about the response actions
taken after exposure to prescription drug
advertising, more than two out of five
respondents say they are very or some-
what likely to ask their doctors about a
specific medication they saw advertised.
Some respondents, about one in six, also
say that they are likely to insist on pre-
scriptions based on what they have seen

advertised.

Age groups. Significant differences are
seen among the various age groups for
these results as shown in Table 2: older
respondents (35-44 and 45+ years of
age) compared to the younger respon-
dents (18-34) more often agree that pre-
scription drug advertisements offer more
important information than regular ad-
vertising, and generally feel DTC adver-
tisements are more believable and easier
to understand although no differences
are seen for the attitude related to DTC
advertisements underplaying the serious
nature of prescription drugs. Not surpris-
ingly, the older respondents (especially
those 45+ years of age), who have more
positive attitudes to DTC advertise-
ments, read DTC advertisements in gen-
eral, as well as advertisements for
symptoms respondents themselves or fam-
ily members may have, significantly more
regularly than younger respondents. Along
the same lines, respondents 45+ years of
age report reading the disclaimers in small
letters in these advertisements more of-
ten and are significantly more likely to
ask doctors about specific drugs they saw
advertised compared to the vounger
groups. Older respondents, however, are
no more likely to insist on prescriptions

than vounger respondents.
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TABLE 1
Total Sample*: Reactions, Readership, and Response

Reactions and Attitudes

Prescription drug advertisements . ..

Communicate more important information than

Are more believable than regular advertising

Are easlier to understand than regular

o)

Strongly Agree/

Agree

62

50

43

Neither Agree/
Disagree
(%)

27

34

32

Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
(%)

11

regular advertising

16

24

advertising

Underplay the serious nature of prescription

35

29

36

.. medication**

Wien you see advertisements for prescription

mediications ...

In magazines or newspapers

For a symptom that you may have or may think

Readership

Almost Always/
Usually Read

30

47

8

May/
May Not Read

Almost Always/
Usually Skip Them
(%)

34

27

36
26

you have

For a symptom that one of your immediate family

50

30

20

members havet*

Disclaimers printed in the small letters with the

30

31

39

advertisements

Disclaimers printed in the small letters with the

advertisements . . . for a symptom that you may

39

30

31

.....ave or think you may have

Haw likely would you be to ..,

Ask your doctor about a specific medicine or

Response

Very/Somewhat
Likely Ask/Insist

43

May/May Not
Ask/Insist
(%)

29

-

Definitely /Probably
Not Ask/Insist

28

treatment that you saw advertised

Insist that your doctor prescribe a specific

17

29

53

....medicine or treatment that you saw advertised

Totad smmple size is 1475 wespondents,
Partial seanple asked Hids question,
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TABLE 2

Reactions, Readership, and Response: By Age and Involvement (Usership) Levels

By Ages Groups (years) By Rx Drug Usership: Self/Family*

a b c d e f g
Self: Self: Self or Family: Self or Family:
18-34 35-44 45+ User Nonuser User Nonuser
BT . SO, L. YOO . 4

Reactions and Attitudes (Respondents Strongly Agree/Agree)

Frescription drug advertisements . . .

Communicate more important information than 59 65a GBa 72e 57 66 60

regular advertising

Are more believable than regular advertising o 47 53 54a 60e 46 60g 43 o

Are easier to understand than regular advertising 40 47a 46 49e 40 48g 39

Underplay the serious nature of prescription 36 34 33 35 35 33 36

medication

Readership (Respondents Almost Always/Usually Read)

When vou see advertisements for prescription

medications ...

T mABEzInES Of DEWSRARelS o L I L .- - . .

For a symptom that you have or think you may 42 47 59ab 66e BT 61g 38

have

For a symptom that one of your immediate family 44 50 56a Ble 42 61g 39

members have

Disclaimers printed in the small letters with the 26 30 40ab 45e 22 45g 24

advertisements

Disclaimers printed in the small letters with the 35 42a 46a 56e 31 a7g 32

advertisements . . . for a symptom that you have

_or think you may have ) — - -

Response (Respondents Definitely/Probably Will Ask/Insist)

How likely would you be to . ..
Ask your doctor about a specific medicine or 39 42 S54ab 60e 34 55g 31

treatment that you saw advertised

Insist that your doctor prescribe a specific 17 18 18 22e 14 23g 11
medicine or treatment that you saw

advertised

I PR FORRVARTRRINN 12, L~ 0 O (21 O 2, NN -2 NS .. RN, "L . IS
*Partial sample asked abort fanuly usership of Ry ddrugs.,

a=f: Sigaificantly higher Wan subwroup marked with Bt Jetter af the 95% confidence Jevel.

a=fr Significnntly figher than subyronp marked with Yt letter af e 9% confidence fevel,
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Education and income groups. Results
were analyzed among education and in-
come levels among this study sample of
regular magazine women readers. No sig-
nificant differences were found among re-
spondents with differing education levels
within this sample of magazine readers
for readership and response actions for
DTC advertisements although a small but
significant difference is noted for a couple
of attitudinal beliefs: those with a middle
education level (that is, some college ed-
ucation) had somewhat less positive atti-
tudes toward DTC advertisements than
those with higher (college education) or
lower education levels (high school or
less). Those with middle education level
less often feel DTC advertisements pro-
vide more important information than
regular advertising than those in other
educational groups (56 percent versus
64 percent, p < .01), or feel DTC are easier
to understand (39 percent versus 46 per-
cent, pr < .05).

Annual household income levels did
not seem to influence attitudes, reader-
ship, or response to DTC advertisements
among these respondents with one excep-
tion: lower income respondents with less
than $30,000 annual family income claim
to be less likely to insist that their doctors
prescribe a specific medication they saw
advertised (13 percent) as compared to
those with higher incomes of $30,000 or

more (at about 20 percent, p < .05).

Rx drug usership: Self, About a third of
the total sample claimed to be currently
(at the time of data collection) taking a
medication prescribed by a doctor. As
shown in Table 2, prescription drug users,
as compared to nonusers, consistently
show more positive reactions, readership,
and response levels to DTC advertise-
ments. Prescription drug users feel DTC
advertisements communicate more impor-

tant information than regular advertising

and are more believable and easier to
understand than do nonusers. They also
tend to read DTC advertisements in gen-
eral, as well as when the advertisement
is for a symptom they or their family
members may have, and they read dis-
claimers in these advertisements more reg-
ularly than nonusers read them. Keeping
in line with these interests, prescription
drug users are significantly more likely to
ask their doctors about a specific medica-
tion they saw advertised and are also
more likely to insist that their doctor pre-
scribe a specific medication that they saw

advertised than nonusers.

Rx drug usership: Self/family. Part of the
sample (475 respondents) in later studies
were also asked about the usership of
prescription drugs by other family mem-
bers in addition to using prescription drugs
themselves, to explore if family health
issues may influence reactions and re-
sponse to DTC advertisements. Just over
half of the sample (52 percent) report ei-
ther they themselves or someone in their
immediate family was currently taking a
prescription drug: about 1 in 10 respon-
dents (10 percent) have a family member
only using a prescription drug, another
18 percent reported that they themselves,
but no family member, was using a pre-
scription drug, and about a quarter of the
sample (24 percent) said that both they as
well as another family member was using
a prescription drug. Results of this more
“involved” prescription drug user group
were compared to the noninvolved group
who did not use a prescription drug and
had no family member using one.
Results show (see Table 2) that these more
involved respondents consistently show
more interest in DTC advertisements over-
all as compared to respondents who are not
using/have family members using such
drugs. For example, their attitudinal reac-

tions toward DTC advertisements are con-

CONSUMER RESPONSE TO DTC ADVERTISING

sistently more positive. Their readership
levels are significantly higher for the ad-
vertisements as well as disclaimers, in gen-
eral, and when the advertisement is about
symptoms they or their family members
may have. Additionally, they are also sig-
nificantly more likely to ask doctors about
the advertised medications as well as insist
on prescriptions based on the advertise-

ments they saw.
Recall of DTC advertisements

Total sample and subgroups. About 1 in
10 respondents recalled seeing at least
one prescription drug advertisement in
the test magazine issue they read the pre-
vious day when cued by the brand name.
As shown in Table 3, recall levels for DTC
advertisements are significantly higher for
the older respondents, 45+ vears of age,
showing their generally higher interest in
DTC advertising as compared to younger
respondents, and among those who use
DTC drugs as well as those who use/
have family members who use DTC drugs
compared to those who do not. Recall
levels for DTC advertisements are not
found to be influenced by income or ed-

ucation levels for this target of respondents.

Reactions, readership, response, and
recall: Interrelationships

Reactions, readership, response. The re-
lationship between DTC-related attitudi-
nal reactions, claimed readership, and
response behaviors toward doctors were ex-
amined in the study. Results show that there
is a significant impact of attitudinal reac-
tions on claimed readership of DTC adver-
tisements. Respondents with more positive
attitudes toward DTC advertising report
higher levels of DTC advertising reader-
ship: about 4147 percent of those with pos-
itive attitudes related to importance,
believability, and ease of understanding

prescription drug advertisements regu-
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TABLE 3

Recall of Specific Prescription Drug Advertisements

Rx Advertising Recall Levels*

Total Sample

By Ages Groups (yrs)

By Rx Drug Usership: Self/Family**

a b c d e f g
Self: Self: Self or Family: Self or Family:
All 18-34 35-44 45+ User Nonuser User Nonuser
(% (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
....................... NN MUV (AT - L. TRUU .. MATNTRC. SOSs . | NUSTTOUNY. SO —
(Base) (1,475) (686) (421) (326) {500) (968) (248) (227)

*Respomndents who proved recalling specific Ry magazine advertisements the day after exposure when coed by brand name,

Partial sample asked abow! faneily pserstip of Ry drags.

a~fi Significantly Richer Hur subgrowp macked eith Yt letter at the 95% confidence fevel,

= Significantly higher thane subgroup narked witl that Tetter af e 9% confidence Tevel,

larly report reading DTC advertisements
compared to 8-20 percent with moderate
to negative attitudes in these areas (p < .01
for all measures). Further, not surprisingly,
attitudes toward DTC advertisements and
claimed readership of such advertisements
also show significant impact on the mea-
sures related to asking the doctor about
these advertisements or insisting on pre-
scriptions for the advertised products. Those
who have more positive attitudes and re-
port reading such advertisements more reg-
ularly are also significantly more likely to
ask their doctors about advertised drugs
and insist on prescriptions (p < .01 for all

measures).

Recall. The impact of Rx attitudes, read-
ership, and response on proved recall of
specific DTC advertisements the day after
exposure was also explored in the study.
Results show that some attitudes, those re-
lated to feeling that DTC advertisements
offer more important information than reg-
ular advertisements, and to some extent,
the believability of these advertisements has
an impact on recall of specific advertise-

ments (see Table 4). Additionally, claimed

readership of DTC advertisements was
found to significantly influence recall of spe-
cific advertisements: Significantly higher
proportions of respondents who report
reading print DTC advertisements regu-
larly recalled specific magazine DTC ad-
vertisements the day after exposure (17
percent) compared to those who say they
read such advertisements less often (11 per-
cent) or almost never (5 percent, p < .01),
as shown in Table 4. Also, those who are
more likely to ask their doctors about a spe-
cific advertised drug recalled DTC adver-
tisements significantly more often (16
percent) as compared to those who may or
may not ask (7 percent) or those who are
unlikely to ask their doctors (4 percent, p <
.01). There is no significant difference among
those who are more likely or less likely to
insist on receiving a prescription from their
doctor about an advertised drug on their

recall of a DTC advertisement.

DISCUSSION, LIMITATIONS, AND
IMPLICATIONS

Discussion. Results show that respon-

dents say that they generally value DTC
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advertising: a majority of the respondents
feel these advertisements provide more
important information than regular adver-
tising and many also find these advertise-
ments are believable; some feel they are
easy to understand while others feel DTC
advertising underplays the serious nature
of the category. Attitudinal reactions are
generally more positive among older re-
spondents, and substantially more posi-
tive among those more involved with the
category, that is, those who themselves
use or have an immediate family member
using a prescription drug,.

Claimed readership levels for DTC ad-
vertisements in newspapers and maga-
zines are substantial, and respondents
report significantly higher interest and
readership of DTC advertisements if the
advertisement is about a symptom the
respondent, or a family member, has or
may have. Results also show that a large
majority of respondents who report reg-
ularly reading DTC advertisements also
say they regularly read the disclaimers
in small print in these advertisements. It
is not clear if this includes only disclaim-

ers made on the main page of the adver-



TABLE 4

Recall by Reactions, Readership, and Response

CONSUMER RESPONSE TO DTC ADVERTISING

Prescription drug advertisements . . .

Communicate more important information than

regular advertising
Are more believable than regular advertising

Are easjer to understand than regular advertising

Underplay the serious nature of prescription

medication* * _

When you see advertisements for prescription

medications . . .

In magazi

For a symptom that you may have or may think you have

For a symptom that one of your immediate family

members have

Disclaimers printed in the small letters with the

advertisements

Disclaimers printed in the small letters with the

advertisements . . . for a symptom that you may have

o REMInkyou may have: . st TR RS S T SR .

How likely would you he to ...

Ask your doctor about a specific medicine or treatment

that you saw advertised

Insist that your doctor prescribe a specific medicine or

i AN ARG YO SO BUVBTIIBEN o ooconeoesosessdoome s A TS T T S

A9

A

es or newspapers

Rx Advertising Recall Levels™

By Reactions and Attitudes

Strongly Agree/
Agree

12a

13

12a

11

Neither Agree/
Disagree
(%)

L T—

11

By Readership

Strongly Disagree/
Disagree
(%)

11 =4 R P -

13

Almost Always/
Usually Read

17a

16a

l4a

13a

A

14a

May/May Not
Read

11

11

11

By Response

10 )

Almost Always/
Usually Skip Them
(%)

Very/Somewhat
Likely Ask/Insist

16a

12

May/May Not
Ask/Insist
(%)

11

*Respondents wihw proved recalling specific Ry wmagazing advertisements the day after exposure when cued by brawd wanie.

A Chi-square test of reeall by the specific measiere shows significance af 95% confidence level.

a: Cli-syuire fest of recall by the specific weassre shoies significance at 9% confidence level.

June 2003 JOURNAL OF ADUERTISING RESEARCH 203

Definitely/Probably
Not Ask/Insist

10
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tisement or those at the back of the
advertisement as well. It would be worth
including follow-up questions in future
studies to fully understand the extent to
which disclaimers and risk-related infor-
mation are read by readers of prescrip-
tion drug advertisements. Further, the
results of this study also show that read-
ership levels for DTC advertisements and
the disclaimers in these advertisements
increase with age and are significantly
higher among respondents who are more
involved with the category based on user-
ship of prescription drugs by self and/or
family members.

DTC advertisements seem to generate
considerable interest in getting people to
talk to their doctors about the drug or
treatment that was advertised: a substan-
tial proportion of respondents report they
are likely to ask doctors about advertised
drugs they have seen. These levels, once
again, are significantly higher among the
older respondents, 45+ years of age, and
among users of prescribed drugs or those
who have family members using such
drugs.

Some respondents also say they are
likely to insist on prescriptions based on
what they saw advertised. Age does not
have an impact on the level of insistence
on prescriptions, and older respondents
who are more interested in DTC adver-
tisements are not more likely than youn-
ger respondents to insist on prescriptions.
Usership of prescription drugs by self and
the family, however, significantly influ-
enced the extent to which respondents
are likely to insist that their doctor pre-
scribe an advertised drug: Users and re-
spondents with family members using
prescription drugs are substantially more
likely to insist on prescriptions than those
who are not using any DTC products.

Attitudinal reactions, and reported/
claimed readership and response to DTC

advertisements, are clearly influenced

. - . older individuals and those who are already involved

with the category . . . are significantly more interested in

this category of advertising and are a significantly more

responsive target group.

by external demographic variables of age
and involvement with the categorv in
terms of usership of prescription drugs
by self/family. Additionally, it seems that
respondents’ attitudinal reactions to DTC
advertisements influence how likely they
are to read advertisements, and some of
these attitudes and the claimed reader-
ship levels for these advertisements sig-
nificantly influence recall of specific DTC
advertisements. This interest in reading
and remembering DTC advertisements is
important to respondents when they ex-
pect to ask doctors about what they read
or saw advertised and, for some, when
they feel they need to obtain a prescrip-

tion for the advertised medication.

Limitations and future directions. Reac-
tions to only print advertising were ex-
plored in this study. Reactions and
response to other media advertising, es-
pecially television advertising, are needed
in this area, and future researchers need
to evaluate media differences, if any, for
this category of product. It is possible
that reactions to DTC commercials influ-
ence people’s attitudes differently from
print advertisements, given the struc-
tural differences that have been man-
dated about the information each medium
presents.

Additionally, and importantly, the re-
sults of the present study are based on a
sample of women only, regular magazine
readers from 30 selected markets, who are
also younger, more educated, and have

higher incomes as compared to the gen-
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eral population of women in the country.
While this is an appropriate sample to
study reactions to magazine advertising,
future researchers need to explore these
findings among all women, as well as
among men to evaluate differences in re-

sults by sex.

Implications. These results suggest that
DTC advertising is perceived as valuable
by women magazine readers who feel
that these advertisements offer them the
opportunity to get information, be posi-
tively involved in their treatment options,
and encourage more informed discus-
sions with their doctors about prescrip-
tion products. Some respondents, however,
feel the advertisements underplay the se-
rious nature of prescription medications
while some others do report using this
advertising to put pressure on doctors to
prescribe advertised drugs. The study re-
sults also show that older individuals,
and those who are already involved with
the category because of use by self or
immediate family members, are signifi-
cantly more interested in this category of
advertising and are a significantly more
responsive target group.

Respondents with more positive atti-
tudes to DTC advertisements also report
higher readership levels for such adver-
tisements and some of these attitudes also
influence recall of specific DTC advertise-
ments on the day after exposure. Respon-
dents with higher claimed readership levels
of DTC advertisements also recall more

specific DTC advertisements they were



exposed to the day before and report that
they are more likely to ask their doctor
about these products.

Overall, these findings should add to
the knowledge base on how DTC adver-
tising is read and used. This should help
in planning the scope and content of fu-
ture DTC advertising messages. Certainly,
print DTC advertisements fulfill impor-
tant societal needs by better educating
consumers about health and drugs and
encouraging a more informed dialogue
with their doctors. At the same time, some
people feel these advertisements under-
play the risks, and others may take the
information too simplistically, to the point
of supplanting a doctor’s advice and caus-
ing some consumers to be more likely to
insist that doctors prescribe the adver-
tised drugs. So more may need to be done
to better balance these competing desir-
able and undesirable outcomes. The bet-
ter consumers understand how to interpret
and use this information, the more value
it will have for society as well as the
industry as a whole. ¢(I)
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APPENDIX
Sample Demographics

Respondents
(%)

Age (years)

i 18-34 47

Education
High school or less 36
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