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Problem Statement: Epidemiological evidence shows that in developing countries, drugs are not used in an optimal way. The drug and medical information provided in promotional materials and advertising contributes significantly to the misuse of drugs. 

Objectives: To identify which sources of drug information are consulted by medical and pharmaceutical professionals and how many of these sources exist; to evaluate the quantity and quality of the information provided by these sources; and to examine 3,000 brochures and marketing materials given to professionals by the national and international pharmaceutical industries.

Design: Descriptive and transversal study.

Setting and Study Population: 10,900 doctors and pharmacists registered in the respective colleges of the eight regions of Bolivia.

Intervention: 10,900 questionnaires, including a letter explaining the study, were sent by certified mail. The questionnaires evaluated the marketing brochures obtained in public and private health centers. The questions were based on the Bolivian National Ethical Norms of Drug Promotion and national and international pharmacological reference texts.

Outcome Measures: Preferences for sources of information; frequency of consultations; opinions about sources; access to independent sources of information; quantity and quality of the information.

Results: For 68% of the professionals, the major source of information is promotional material from the pharmaceutical industry; 48% of these professionals state that the data obtained from this material is sufficient. Only 14% of the surveyed professionals have easy access to independent sources. Examination of information quality revealed that 48% of marketing materials broaden indications, 55% omit adverse reactions and contraindications, and 75% omit precautions and interactions. In addition, 38% of the promotional materials include pharmacological information, 40% may be regarded as misleading, and only 8.12% contain accurate and complete information.

Conclusions: Doctors and pharmacists rely on advertising and marketing materials provided by the pharmaceutical industry for information, but these sources lack important clinical and pharmacological information. When professionals had no other, independent information on a drug, the advertising and promotional materials led to inadequate prescribing or dispensing.
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