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Pharmaceutical companies have long influenced prescribing through prescription data analysis and 
advanced profiling techniques to:  
 
1) design efficient sales territories. 
2) focus their marketing efforts on prescriber “targets” more effectively.1  
  
But in recent years, biopharma has transformed its sales strategies with digital platforms, 
sophisticated analytics, artificial intelligence tools, deep customer profiling, and “e-sales” activities. 

Ethical concerns connected to opioid marketing are not new to public health historians. Aggressive 
opioid sales efforts helped spark the U.S. drug overdose crisis.2 But technological advances in 
prescription drug marketing deserve more attention from a public health and safety lens. Industry 
marketing can be challenging to study, since strategic business information is proprietary and 
therefore difficult to access. For that reason, a former pharmaceutical sales representative turned 
medical anthropologist, has suggested that auto-ethnographic data can help elucidate industry 
tactics.3  

Using opioid marketing as a case study, this analysis reviews new developments in pharmaceutical 
sales targeting and data collection, and describes conflicts of interest that arise. The case study 
combines data from industry marketing information, academic literature, legal and historical 
documents, and is informed from an autoethnographic perspective by the author’s years selling 
opioid pain and addiction treatments in the industry. 
 
Pharmaceutical sales strategies continue to respond to structural changes in our health systems in 
recent decades, including marketing restrictions. Discussing the ethical and policy implications of 
technological advances in pharmaceutical marketing, especially in relation to monitoring and sales of 
riskier controlled medications, may enable us to more effectively protect the public health from 
potential harms.  
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Findings: Public policy interventions been slow to respond to sophisticated pharmaceutical sales 
strategies, which include data mining, advanced analytics, deep prescriber profiling, and multichannel 
marketing. Industry tactics evolved in response to health system structural changes and access barriers, 
as seen in cases involving opioid marketing. Prescribers in both the pain and addiction medicine spaces 
may have been particular vulnerable to aggressive, targeted marketing. Examining the implications of 
technological advances in industry marketing, especially in relation to riskier controlled medications, 
may help policymakers and clinicians advance policies to protect the public health. 

 
Image 1:  3 devices: iPad/tablets, Veeva Systems web demos, 2019 
 
Image 2:  “KOL” (Key Opinion Leader) prescriber “dashboard” profile,  Veeva Systems web demo 
of medical CRM at  https://www.veeva.com/products/medical-demo-center/veeva-medical-crm 
(downloaded July, 2019)  
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