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A well-maintained database is the key to maximum doctor outreach

By Jack Schember
SK&A Information Services, Inc.

nlike a bottle of wine, a physician
U database does not improve with

age. In fact, valuable medical in-
formation deteriorates at a rate of nearly
18 percent each year. Let’s put this in
terms of dollars. If you have the names
and addresses of 100,000 physicians,
and your database has not been updated
in two years, then approximately 36,000
of those contact records are likely to be
spoiled. If you mail a promotional piece
that cost $3 each for printing and post-
age, you’ve just wasted $108,000 of your
precious marketing budget.

Bad data costs enterprises more
than $6 billion a year, according to
The Data Warehouse Institute. On the
other hand, companies that implement
data-quality initiatives add millions to
their bottom line from increased sales,
lower distribution costs, and better ad-
herence to compliance regulations.

For the pharmaceutical industry,
the need for clean data is more critical
than ever. With fewer feet on the street
following recently announced down-
sizing, pharmaceutical sales reps and
managers need to work smarter, and
that means working with information
that is accurate and up to date. Under-
standing not just physicians but which
medical groups they are part of, where
they practice, what they practice, and
who is among their support team, helps
sales forces operate more effectively.

A Process for Validation

The process for data cleansing and aug-
mentation can be described in four steps.
First, match your database against an
accurate data source to validate what

you have and append missing market-
ing information or additional contacts.
Appends may include phone, fax, e-mail,
job titles, specialties, prescribing history,
group affiliations, and other targeting in-
telligence. Next, match the data against

With fewer feet on
the street because
of downsizing at
many drug firms,
sales reps and
managers need to
work smarter—and
that means working
with information
that’s both accurate
and up to date

a database of closed medical practices,
inactive doctors, or doctors not likely
present at a valid site. Third, get updated
addresses through a change-of-address
service provider. Finally, resolve trouble-
some records through phone verification,
Web research, or provider directories.

When the data is refreshed you have
a more complete view of your market
and thus can increase your opportuni-
ties for success. Here’s what a verified
and augmented database enables you
to accomplish:

Understand the business environment
in which physicians work Physicians
delegate to other prescribers such as
nurse practitioners and physician assis-
tants. They rely heavily on support per-
sonnel like office managers and practice
administrators. These are the gatekeep-
ers who can facilitate appointments and
product-detailing efforts. All of these
contacts must be accurately maintained.

Expand marketing to the group level
A sales rep’s most important contacts

Number of US Physician Offices by Size of Practice

Practice Size

1 physician 112,905
2 physicians 39,542
3 to 5 physicians 43,714

6 to 9 physicians 14,655
10 to 20 physicians 6,185
20+ physicians 2,187

219,188

Total Offices

Source: SK&A Information Services, March 2007

Number of Offices

% of Total Offices



Sales Management

are at the group practice level. It’s not
enough to see just one physician, but
have the ability to link physicians to
their group practice site or sites. This
is where some of the biggest and best
opportunities can be uncovered. A
database should reflect the full view
of the practice. Can you link physi-
cians to their sites, link multiple sites
to a group headquarters, and identify
the executives for the group practice?
Can you link physicians and groups to
hospital affiliations, independent phy-
sician associations, or health systems?
A database that ties all these important
entities together is an ideal asset.

Reach physicians where they make
business decisions Accurate business
address, phone, and fax is the critical
foundation for effective sales-call activ-
ity. Delivering your message to the busi-
ness address also means you are more
likely to influence a practitioner, and
not an academic or researcher. Target-
ing prescribers is of little value if all you
have is their home address.

Adhere to governance and regulations
State license numbers, DEA numbers,
UPINs and, coming soon, the National
Provider Identifier, are necessary identi-
fiers that must correlate accurately to
the proper physicians to satisfy corpo-
rate and government compliance, bill-
ing, and insurance.

Half-Good is Not Good Enough

Let’s say a pharmaceutical company sub-
mitted its database of 140,000 physicians
to a data-verification center that offered
a source database of 617,000 practicing
physicians; it is telephone-verified every
six months and is often used in the indus-
try for matching and appending.

FIND THE RIGHT TARGETS

ne of the nation’s top five pharmaceutical companies recently took steps to
Ovalidate and profile its physician database in advance of a product launch to
treat a specific addiction. Wishing to precisely target its efforts, the pharmaceutical
company took the initiative to phone-verify its database to identify relevant targets.

The company found, of the 950 medical sites it surveyed, only 63 percent were
considered to be valid sites. Thirty-seven percent of the sites were invalid (discon-
nected phone number, site closed) or refused to answer the survey questions.

During its research, the pharma company also learned some surprising facts about
the practitioners that treated patients for the addiction condition. The majority were
either administrators or social workers, while only seven percent were physicians.
Probing further, the company found that physicians across 11 different specialties
saw patients with addiction, but that 50 percent of the treatments came from physi-
cians in just two specialties, helping the company to best direct its marketing ef-
forts.

By profiling its physician database, the pharmaceutical company was able to vali-
date its contact records and take corrective action, gain a better understanding of
the types of practitioners that treated the condition their new drug was designed to
relieve, and provide their sales force with a highly targeted prospect list—all in time

for a successful drug launch.

Comparing its database against the
verifier’s, the pharmaceutical compa-
ny found that 45 percent of its names
were valid and correct, 34 percent
were corrected with a simple address
change, 14 percent were invalid be-
cause the physician had either retired
or was deceased, and 7 percent were
likely invalid records because they
could not be verified. In the end, 93
percent of the pharmaceutical compa-
ny’s database was resolved. Had it not
taken this initiative, the pharmaceuti-
cal company would have been working
with data that was less than 50 per-
cent accurate.

Weigh the Costs

Without updating their data assets at
regular intervals, pharmaceutical com-
panies risk wasting thousands of dollars
in missed appointments, undeliverable
mail, and low telephone connects. Even

more expensive are the missed oppor-
tunities because a message didn’t get
through to a qualified decision maker.

The benefits far outweigh the costs.
In fact, the cost of a data-hygiene ser-
vice can be recaptured after just one
sales or marketing event. A scrubbed
database enables you to send informa-
tion that is more relevant, put sales
reps on the right course, improve office
relationships, make smarter decisions
about segmenting, and contribute posi-
tively to the bottom line. @
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