
Data on drugs, dollars, and doctors 
 
Have you ever asked your doctors why they prescribed a particular brand pill? For a surprisingly 
large number, the honest answer would be that there are a number of pills that would all have the 
same effect, but the one prescribed is made by the company that gives them thousands of dollars 
in fees and gifts.  In this case, big data working in tandem with open data on who gives what to 
whom can clarify some of the haze that arises from questionable financial deals. 
 
 
One of the issues that Dan Ariely addressed in his book, The Honest Truth About 
Dishonesty and in his  2009 blog on the questions of payments to doctors:    

 The real issue here is that people don’t understand how profound the problem of 
conflicts of interest really is, and how easy it is to buy people. Doctors on Pfizer’s 
payroll may think they’re not being influenced by the drug maker — “I can still 
be objective!” they’ll say — but in reality, it’s very hard for us not to be swayed 
by money. Even minor amounts of it. Or gifts. Studies have found that doctors 
who receive free lunches or samples from pharmaceutical reps end up prescribing 
more of the company’s drugs afterwards. 

 It’s just a fact of human life: we are compelled to reciprocate favors, and an 
ingrained inability to disregard what’s in our financial interest. As author Upton 
Sinclair said, “It is difficult to get a man to understand something when his salary 
depends upon his not understanding it.” 

While a human may turn a blind eye to the less lucrative alternative, a big data program will not. 
In a video on the Premier's healthcare alliance's new SafetyAdvisor™ (formerly 
SafetySurveillor®)Rebecca Bartles, MPH, CIC, director, Infection Prevention at Mountain 
States Health Alliance, says that one of the benefits of using the program is  more effective 
pharmacy. Among other analytics, the program shows where there is "overutilization" of drugs 
and can identify lower cost alternatives where they would work equally well.  
 
The Economist recently reported that drug companies spent over $24 billion in promoting their 
wares to doctors in 2012.While the kickback relationship has been around for a long time, people 
have started paying attention to it in recent years, and that is what gave rise to legislation.   
President Obama’s health reform legislation includes the Sunshine law  to publicize what 
compensation doctors get from drugs companies.  However, the government mandated database, 
which will only be set up by September 30th, 2014. In the meantime, people can find that 
information on Dollars for Docs. 
 
 Propublica launched the site, which publishes how much doctors receive from companies in 
2010. At this point its data encompasses more than $2 billion in payments that 15 major drug 
companies made to doctors in the period from 2009 for 2012. The payments include various 
categories, like promotional speaking, research, consulting, travel, meals and related expenses. 
Based on its information a number of news networks have covered some of the doctors in their 
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areas that are among the top paid, driving more attention to the questionable practice of 
promoting products for pay.  
 
Back in 2010, Forbes published Hey ProPublica, What's Wrong With Doctors Taking Drug 
Money? The opinion piece ended with a request for comments from those who don’t agree with 
the statement, "But let’s not look at that data as incriminating. Doctor-industry partnerships are a 
necessary feature of how new therapies get discovered, developed and yes, marketed. " The 
author never responded to the comment from a pharmacist who pointed out that with so many 
drugs working the same way, the drug companies have to pretend that they are offering 
something different and better or to bribe doctors into doing that for them. 
 
 
More recently, Forbes published ProPublica's 'Dollars for Docs': Will The Physician Payments 
Sunshine Provisions Clear The Haze? The article questions the value of the information provided 
because people don’t know how to make sense of it.  Charles Ornstein, a senior reporter at 
ProPublica commented on the article that it misrepresented the function of Dolars for Docs. The 
purpose of the site was simply to make the information, which must be made available by law, 
easier to find: "Patients shouldn’t have to go to the sub-websites of multiple companies to look 
up their doctors (and then click multiple links for different years)."  
 
Dollars for Docs is not  meant to automatically blacklist anyone involved in payments but to 
make people aware of the situation, so that they could ask their doctors relevant questions.That is 
the goal behind the Sunshine law itself, as Peter Budetti, M.D. CMS deputy administrator for 
Program Integrity  said in the  press release, "Disclosure of these relationships allows patients to 
have more informed discussions with their doctors. " 
 
 
Dollars for Docs’ data itself tells us that it has effected real  change. "Only a handful of doctors 
who were among the 20 highest-paid in 2010 have maintained their level of income from 
speaking…. Ten of the doctors dropped from making about $100,000 a year to less than $20,000 
in 2012." In some instances, the payments the doctors received were in direct violation of the 
conflict-of-interest policies of the institutions that employed them.  
 
Also as a result of the posted information, the drug companies sometimes learned that they made 
a poor choice. Some of the doctors that received payments had.disciplinary actions on their 
records. Consequently, the drug producers, as well as the universities and teaching hospitals took 
action to maintain their own standards. 
 

Dome argue that the mandatory reports are not enough of a solution.. Donald Light, a fellow at 
Harvard University’s Edmond J. Safra Center for Ethics was even more emphatic about the 
payments, arguing that they should cease altogether. Doctors should not accept any money or 
perks from drug companies, and reporting them alone is insufficient.  "If we agree that the goal 
of medicine is to help patients become healthier, then these payments corrupt our goal." That 
may be somewhat quixotic at this point, though, and we will have to settle for information that 
lets us consider whether or not the payments have had a corrupting effect.  
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