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ABSTRACT
Objectives: The aim of this study is to examine the types of marketing communications of over-
the-counter (OTC) drugs and non-pharmaceutical products sold in pharmacies and to
determine the role of pharmacists in this communication process.
Methods: In order to determine the industrial perspective and point of view, we conducted an
interview-based qualitative analysis using in-depth, semi-structured interviews of marketing
professionals representing over-the counters companies as well as OTC consultants in Turkey.
For this purpose, eight participants were interviewed in a live ‘face to face’ interview
between January 2015 and March 2015.
Key findings and conclusion: According to the results obtained, it is expected that the OTC
drugs and non-pharmaceutical products market will grow significantly in Turkey. It turns out
that there is a regulations requirement in this area. A large majority of participants indicated
that pharmacists have an important role as consultants of OTC drugs and self-medication.
Companies should establish a trust-based relationship with consumer and healthcare
professionals while using marketing communication tools. It should be noted that the
marketing communication strategy will be changed according to the product category and
product life cycle, innovation will create difference, consumer needs have to be determined
carefully and perception management has been emphasized. At the same time, the
importance of health literacy and consumer awareness, one of the basic components of OTC
drug marketing communications, has been highlighted.
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Introduction

Over-the-counter (OTC) product descriptions, pro-
ducts covered by this terminology and related regu-
lations vary from country to country.

Generally, if the patient or the consumer makes his
or her own voluntary choice about a product and pur-
chases from pharmacies or other retail outlets without
a prescription, such products with proven efficacy and
safety are considered to be OTC. On the other hand, if
OTC drugs are provided under the consultancy and
supervision of a pharmacist, then these products are
classified as behind the counter (BTC) [1].

As for in Turkey, it is observed that even though the
OTC term is frequently used, this name is not covered
in the regulations, according to the ‘Regulation on the
Classification of Medicinal Products for Human Use’,
where the pharmaceutical products are classified as
only prescription and non-prescription [2].

There are also products in pharmacies, other than
prescription and non-prescription drugs, which fall
within the scope of non-pharmaceutical products. They
are used in self-care/self-medication and complementary
therapy but are not evaluated as medicines due to their
content [3]. Non-pharmaceuticals include a range of

different products such as herbal products (herbal teas,
nutraceuticals, etc.) and dietary supplements [1,3].

The market for non-pharmaceutical products in
Turkey has shown a rapid growth trend in recent
years. According to (IEIS) Pharmaceutical Manufac-
turers’ Association of Turkey’s report, it has been
shown that they have grown by 19.4% in 2016. The
average price was 8.6 TL in 2010, and with 126.7%
increase they reached up to 19.5 TL in 2016 [4].

According to Consumer Healthcare Products
Association (CHPA), OTC and other consumer health-
care products have gained popularity in many
countries particularly the US. However, when we
look at IMS data, we see that the developing countries
play a far more significant role and the share of devel-
oping regions is set to increase as they outgrow the
developed world. Self-care/self-medication which is a
major contributor to market development has come
into prominence [5–9]. Self-care does not apply only
to healthy individuals. It is also very important for
people with chronic diseases which involve the pro-
cesses that require the person to control himself/herself
throughout life. For example; individuals who need to
quit smoking [10].
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The main purpose of self-medication product adver-
tisements must be; to increase awareness of patients
and consumers, to inform consumers about new pro-
ducts, new indications, to develop brand recognition,
to facilitate product search, to stimulate competition
with product quality, product improvement and pro-
duct development, and to enable consumers to make
the right choice [11].

Marketing communications in prescription and
non-prescription drugs [12–14] are based on common
principles in spite of some promotional differences.
Among these differences, the crucial factor is that per-
sonal sales for OTCs are promoted solely by pharma-
cist’s advice instead of e-detailing which is most
common used for marketing of prescription drugs
[15–17].

In addition to this, integrated marketing communi-
cation (IMC) is also applied in OTCmarketing because
today, not just advertisements, but also many factors
affect consumer perception. Kotler et al. described as
‘IMC is the concept under which a company carefully
integrates and coordinates its many communications
channels to deliver a clear, consistent and compelling
message about the organization and its products.’
Companies should maintain contact with their consu-
mers throughout many touch points such as social
media, internal communications, sustainability, social
responsibility. By creating synergy with IMC, con-
fusion in the consumer is avoided with message con-
sistency. Confidence is created by ensuring the
corporate integrity [18,19].

At the point of consumer choice, the product should
be a brand. Companies are basically aiming to increase
brand awareness [20]. Medical product communi-
cation and medical brand communication should not
be confused with each other. Because the brand has a
more flexible nature than the product, it can easily
pass without being affected by environmental factors
and barriers/limitations. In contrast, there are risks at
various stages of product communication [21].

In a survey conducted in 2014, it was seen that the
benefit of the brand is most effective (60%) in deter-
mining consumer behavior. Among the benefits, the
communication strategy has the highest effectiveness.
While the most prominent element in communication
strategies is advertising, it is followed by taking part in
media coverage, using popular references and corpor-
ate social responsibility (CSR) initiatives [22].

Another report by Roblek et al. shows that consu-
mer satisfaction with safety and product information
had a significant effect on consumer trust. In addition
to consumer trust, CSR had also a significant effect on
virtual brand loyalty. Consumers can make brand
changes according to their CSR activities [23].

Direct-to-consumer (DTC) marketing can be made
in the US even for prescription drugs. The biggest
danger here is that the consumer is more interested

in attractive promotional messages and ignore the
warnings in prescription drugs! Previous studies have
shown that 33% of DTC advertising did not present
accurate and balanced explanation of risks and benefits
and only 12% of DTC presented useful information
(drug interaction, overdose, etc.) for the consumer.
For this reason, companies should focus on giving
information to the customers rather than attracting
them [24,25].

DTC advertising is prohibited for prescription drugs
in Europe as well as in Turkey. Nevertheless, in Turkey
the promotions through TV, radio, and other media
channels, which are totally prohibited for prescription
medicines, have been allowed for OTC drugs and non-
pharmaceutical products through the Radio and Tele-
vision Law [26].

Adverse drug events associated with OTC products
cause many hospitalizations each year. Particularly
older adults are at high risk. At that point, the accessi-
bility of pharmacist as a consultant has an important
potential for decreasing OTC product misuse and
abuse [27–29].

Can the consumer in Turkey make a non-prescrip-
tion drug selection alone?

In a study conducted in Turkey on physicians and
pharmacists, it has been stated that DTC advertising
will not be objective and that the right to be informed
may be abused by companies [30]. This concern of
health care professionals has led to the need for
improving community awareness and at this point,
pharmacists, who are the most accessible health care
professionals, come to mind.

The pharmacist as a communicator, drug supplier,
trainer, and supervisor, plays a very important role in
the use of OTC and non-pharmaceutical products
and in applying of self-medication in an effective and
safe way. It is necessary that pharmacists should take
part in public health promotion campaigns as well as
health literacy [31] and contribute to the prevention
of disease and to the promoting and maintaining of
health [5,10,32–35].

In contrast, some studies show that consumers do
not prefer pharmacists to provide non-pharmaceutical
products. Especially young people (47.2%) take into
account advertisement more than pharmacist’s sugges-
tions, which they consider not more relevant than
those from friends and family. However, pharmacies
are still considered to be center of quality and safety
[36,37].

It is necessary for pharmacists to update themselves
both scientifically and in the direction of communi-
cation skills, to listen to the patient effectively and
obtain the necessary information from the patient
and to establish a trust-based communication.

This study was carried out in order to evaluate com-
munication skills of pharmacists in the marketing of
OTC products and non-pharmaceuticals in Turkey.
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Material and methods

Data collection and analysis

Data were collected by in-depth semi-structured inter-
view method. This study was conducted according to
Declaration of Helsinki.

Participants were selected via a purposive sampling
method [38], including marketing professionals repre-
senting over-the counters companies (n = 5) as well as
OTC consultants (n = 3) in Turkey. All participants are
key informants in Turkish OTC market.

The sample included participants in Istanbul where
Turkish Pharmaceutical industry is mainly located. Of
the eight participants, three are female and five are
male. Their average age is 44.25. Participants were
mentioned in the survey as ‘age-sex-code’ (Table 1).

Participants had been briefed about the study before
starting the interviews. The interview was conducted
between January and March 2015 with ‘face to face’
interviews with each participant for approximately 50
minutes. Interviews were recorded with a recorder,
transcribed and analyzed by a thematic way which is
a method for identifying and analyzing patterns of
meaning in a dataset [39].

The thematic analysis of the interviews identified
five basic themes: General Perspectives about Turkish
OTC Market, Opportunities and Threats, The Role of
Pharmacists in Marketing Communication Process,
Marketing Communication Techniques and Types of
Advertising, The Internet and Social Media Usage.

The interview schedule was designed around the
central question with the frame above themes. Partici-
pants were asked the following questions with an open-
ended interview technique.

(1) What do you think about the current and future of
the Turkish OTC market?

(2) Is there a need for OTC regulation in Turkey?
(3) What are the opportunities and obstacles you see

in the OTC market in Turkey?
(4) What is the role of pharmacists in OTC

marketing?
(5) Do you think that social responsibility projects are

effective in OTC marketing?

(6) Which techniques do you use in OTC marketing
communication?

(7) What are the types of advertisements you think are
effective in OTC?

(8) What do you think about OTC sales over the inter-
net?

Results

General perspectives about Turkish OTC market

It has been seen that all managers who participate in
this study agree that the OTC market will develop
more in Turkey in the coming years and that the
OTC regulation should be issued. It has been pointed
out that there is a conceptual confusion about which
products will be covered under the OTC. It is stated
that the environmental factors are influential in the
development of OTC market, the consumer profile is
starting to change, people will be more interested in
these products in order to stay healthy and protect
from diseases as they become conscious.

38K1 I have worked in the UK OTC market for
about 10 years, the OTC market is much older and
therefore developed in there. When we look in gen-
eral, consumer awareness may be effective at the
emerging of OTC regulation and market growth.
But reducing government spending has a much
greater impact. I think the same situation applies
to Turkey as well.

54K2 75% of the OTC market in Turkey is non-regu-
lar, so obtaining clear data is more difficult than with
prescription drugs. I think the OTC market will grow.
In many countries, including the Middle East, we are
the only country where OTC regulation has not yet
been published.

38E1 I think that the OTC regulation will be published
soon. This regulation will increase direct advertising
freedom, especially to consumers. But I do not think
that there will be a change in the sales channels of
the drug, at least not in the near future.

46K3 In Turkey, we cannot talk about a real OTC
term. Products that are defined as OTC in Europe
do not overlap with ours. Products expressed as sales
by hand, sold in pharmacies, needs pharmacist rec-
ommendations and paid by the people with the
money in their pocket should be regarded as OTC in
Turkey and we can call them as consumer health pro-
ducts as well. We see that the concept of illness now
shifts to the concept of wellness, people try not to be
sick and to live a healthier life. As consciousness
grows in this regard, we can foresee that the growth
in OTC will continue.

40E2 Now the general drug therapeutic area
approaches in the world are diminishing, people
have started to choose the most suitable drugs for
them, the most suitable treatment approaches. For
this reason, product variety and product range are get-
ting richer. The more conscious the consumer
becomes, the more demand there is, the greater the

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants.
n (%)

Gender
Male 5 (63)
Female 3 (37)

Age (years)
35–40 3 (37.5)
40–45 2 (25)
45–50 1 (12.5)
50< 2 (25)

Mean age (years) 44.25
Experience (years)
10–15 4 (50)
15–20 2 (25)
20< 2 (25)
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demand, the more product need arises, which leads to
competition.

I think that the products will increase a lot in the OTC
market, that there will be product garbage after a cer-
tain point, and then the market will diminish and only
the companies that can meet the expectation of the
customer and have good relationship with the custo-
mer and keep on doing this will survive. As for the
ones who say I do all kind of work, I will produce
every product will lose it. In Turkey, the prescription
pharmaceutical industry has been experienced this in
the past.

44E3 The issue is not just buying and selling, but it
requires another process of management. Community
awareness for the healthy development of OTC in our
country should be the first step. I believe that priority
investments should be made in this area.

Opportunities and threats

There are different answers to the question of what are
the opportunities and obstacles you see in the OTC
market.

59E4 You cannot use any expressions about the use of
the product on the packaging or in the commercial,
you cannot write what the product is good for. The
doctor can not make a declaration in any of the adver-
tisement. Serious punishments, from withdrawing
from the market to collecting, are being implemented.
This market is open to growth but pollution also
exists. I think that strong corporate companies will
remain as brands, and the rest will not survive. I can
say that penetration is very difficult for companies
and products entering to the market first. Every phar-
macy does not buy every product. Customers are in
the same way!

40E2 In OTC marketing, you need to get to know the
customer very well, because if you do not know the
customer well, you cannot create the correct product
to meet the demand. You also must have the technical
infrastructure that can create the product. Innovation
is an important factor to differentiate from other pro-
ducts. For example, if all the competitors in the market
are in plastic packaging, you can make a difference
using glass packaging, create a safer sense in the con-
sumer, it is possible to differentiate from other pro-
ducts by creating a combination with a different
substance added to the product.

38K1 Even if there is no demand, it is necessary to cre-
ate a demand. Along with the conscious consumer,
awareness must be created for a larger population
that has no clue about products but needs OTC medi-
cines. This can only be accomplished by promotion
and education.

We can say that OTCs look like Fast-moving consu-
mer goods (FMCG) products in this sense. However,
just working with the consumer is not enough, just
like the physician and the pharmacist are not enough
to work… In order to be successful in the long run,
the communication tools for marketing to both sides
must be used in a coordinated way.

46K3 Perception management is the most important
factor that affects OTC sales. A large part of society
is not conscious of spending money for its own health.
Also physicians can resist these types of products
because they are not mentioned in medical faculties.
The charlatans, who know all these opportunities,
are taking advantage of the gap and causing the mar-
ket to become polluted. Product quality decreases,
there can be under the counter production. For
example, it is currently not possible to sell 50% of
omega 3 products on the market with these prices,
but it is sold! So we should suspect the content of
these products!

44E3 Our marketing knowledge on this area is not yet
developed. We do not have evidence-based success
stories. The greatest opportunity is the government’s
incentive to use resources for investment. The advan-
tage which this creates for the government is that
maintaining the continuity of the health instead of
treatment of the diseases.

The role of pharmacists in marketing
communication process

The prominence of the pharmacist in the OTC market
has been questioned. The individual in-depth inter-
view’s approach to this issue varied within itself.

40E2 The demand which is not created with the phys-
ician becomes unsuccessful. It is not enough only the
dense promotion through the pharmacist channel.
The most part of the society don’t question the pre-
scription given by the physician, they use what is
given.

Other participants showed much more different
approaches than the opinion above.

35E5 OTC sales in Turkey must be in pharmacies. I
think that the expression of ‘Sold only in Pharmacies’
creates trust in customer.

46K3 Baby foods were always used to be sold in phar-
macies. When the producers started to sell baby foods
in the market, pharmacists reacted to this and too the
decision of not selling baby foods. According to me
that decision was fairly wrong because the more the
pharmacist stand at the back of the products, the
more public goes on to buy that product from phar-
macy. From my perspective, toothpaste, toothbrush,
any kind of perfumery must be sold in pharmacy,
because the consultancy of the pharmacists is needed
for every product touch to the health. It is necessary
to manage the perception of the pharmacist as well
as the consumer. It is imperative that pharmacist
develops an approach to sales by hand products
beyond the prescription drugs… The pharmacist
must not focus on just financial income of it. Pharma-
cist must focus on the benefit of the product. The fact
that the pharmacist transfers more information to the
consumer in such products, directs him or her, will
create more professional satisfaction when we look
from the pharmacist side.

38E1 We are a pharmacy community; we continue to
consult the pharmacy in our neighborhood. For this
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reason, the place of pharmacists in OTC marketing is
important. However, the same marketing strategy can-
not be applied to each product. Your strategy should
change according to product category and product
life cycle. For example, it would be useful to work
with a dermatologist in a skin preparation, even it is
non-prescription. In vitamins, you can make market-
ing communicate directly to consumers. In cases
where the pharmacist can offer cross-selling by-pro-
duct or where consulting should be prioritized, the
pharmacological activities should be emphasized.

54K2 Companies that do not care about pharmacists
can get reactions from pharmacists, so it is necessary
for companies to establish this balance very well in
their products that can be sold both in the market
and in pharmacies.

38K1 Pharmacists are in a far more important pos-
ition because they are in the place where OTCs are
sold. However, besides the pharmacist, the pharmacy
technician is also important. Because they are in direct
contact with the consumer and can have an impact on
the consumer/patient. When technicians are trained
about the product, they feel safe, motivated and start
to provide better service. However, the content of
the trainings given to the pharmacist and pharmacist
technicians and the media which is used should be
different. For example, when product training is
given to a pharmacist technician, it is not meaningful
to provide training related to a product that the phar-
macist knows by heart. Rather than the trainings
related to the product, the pharmacist can be sup-
ported with the trainings which will provide financial
support to his/her pharmacy, will support in category
management. First of all it should not be forgotten that
the pharmacist is a business owner.

Marketing communication techniques and
types of advertising

The most applied types of marketing communication
in the OTC market are also questioned. IMC, multi-
channel marketing (MCM) and closed-loop marketing
(CLM) are given as examples.

MCM for pharmaceutical industry is described as
the use of multiple communication channels to reach
consumers, patients, and physicians. The critical aspect
of multi-channel marketing is the synchronization of
messages across channels. When the marketing mess-
ages and/or channels are changed or modified in
response to data collected from previous communi-
cations, it is called ‘closed-loop marketing’. CLM has
transformed the pharmaceutical industry from a mass
market to one where individual physicians’ needs, atti-
tudes, and beliefs play a crucial role [40].

It has been argued that social media should have health
awareness campaigns instead of product promotions.

The types of advertising in the OTC and its effects
are also evaluated by individual in-depth interview.

35E5 TV and radio advertisements are the most effec-
tive ones. But in practice I can say that the situation is
a little bit different. Because advertising costs are very

high, we are working with the physician and the phar-
macist, rather than consumer-focused marketing. In
all cases, a trust-based relationship must be established.

38E1 According to the product life cycle; reminder
advertisements or persuasive advertisements are
being used. In some cases, it is also possible to raise
health awareness in public spots without giving the
product name.

46K3 The product life cycle particularly must be based
in the advertisement. First of all, the product must be a
penetrated to the market, in this stage, niche and tar-
get oriented advertising should be done. Advertise-
ments given to physician pharmacist magazines,
internet advertisement, advertisements given to more
common magazines can be used respectively. Televi-
sion and radio should be used to turn to the public,
but for that I’am thinking that a certain period must
be gone through. If the person who sees your product
in the advertisement cannot find that product in the
pharmacy, it is a big problem. We have seen before
that a lot of money was spent in OTC marketing,
and there were great frustrations. It is only possible
with the right marketing strategy not to fall into error.

38K1 If the product starts to be sold in themarket, then
the volume will grow, and when the volume grows,
effective results will be obtained with mass media like
TV, but the product must belong to a category that
can be addressed to a large population. It cannot be
done TV commercial for every product. Because the
TV reaches many more people, but on the other hand
it is very expensive and not specific! At this point,
what is the target mass of the product becomes impor-
tant? For example, if your product addresses only 10%
of the population, then it would be more accurate to
advertise on the internet than on TV. At the same
time, below-the-line (BTL) ads should not be over-
looked, and there may be a variety of promotions,
experiential activities such as consumer tasting at the
pharmacies where the product is sold.

40E2 continued to his similar saying about doctors.

40E2 According to me, TV advertising is ineffective
contrasted with doctor’s advice! Instruments such as
discount promotions may be useful. If there is no
demand, this will not work either!

Different advertising examples are also emphasized
and IMC is addressed.

59E4 You can see lots of advertising of food sup-
plements at the stadiums. For example, if your sales
team is weak in Gaziantep, you can support Gaziantep
Sport and go to local marketing. It is advertised com-
pany based rather than product based, because since
this kind of company shows the umbrella brand
feature.

It was stated in individual in-depth interview that
social responsibility projects are important, and it
was emphasized that this would increase the confi-
dence of the consumer in particular. However, it has
been noted that this effect has been applied more
often in the pharmaceutical companies than OTC.
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The Internet and social media usage

It was stated that online sale of OTC is banned, but if
the sale of drugs from the internet in Turkey is going
to be legal, it is also emphasized that the right address
will be the pharmacist.

46K3 The fact that a pharmacist can make sales on the
internet can be especially useful for reaching a new
generation of consumers. When the technology is
developing at this speed in the world, if we are adapt-
ing so slowly, there will be occasional gaps and oppor-
tunists will benefit from these gaps. For this reason, I
think that the legislation should be done as soon as
possible so that pharmacists can sell OTC drugs
from internet.

Conclusion

The interview results of eight participants are summar-
ized below. These opinions belong to the participant
and should not be generalized.

It has been foreseen that the market for OTC drugs
and non-pharmaceutical products will grow in Turkey.
It is stated that in the OTC market, companies that can
meet the expectation of the consumer, build a good
relationship with the consumer, and can differentiate
in terms of R&D and innovation, will be permanent.

It turns out that legal regulations related to OTC are
needed. Given the level of education and health literacy
in our country, the possible consequences of OTC drug
sales must be taken into account and the regulatory fra-
mework should be set accordingly.

In this study examining the sector perspective, they
emphasized that consumers should be made more con-
scious of OTC drugs and non-pharmaceutical pro-
ducts. According to the companies, health awareness
should be supported in this sense.

It is necessary that the pharmacists who are most
accessible healthcare professionals must reveal their
consultant identity and actively participate in the
OTC drug and non-pharmaceutical product communi-
cation process. It was seen in qualitative analysis results
that participants are in a similar opinion [32–35].

In this study, it is declared that marketing com-
munication and strategy should be determined accord-
ing to product category and product life cycle. OTC
marketing communication strategies are needed to
address to both consumer and healthcare professionals
individually. It was emphasized that the companies
should support pharmacists and pharmacy technicians,
who are in constant contact with the consumer, with
several trainings.

The most applied types of marketing communi-
cations in the OTC market are; IMC, MCM and CLM
[15–17,19]. In all, the basic principle is explained as per-
ceptionmanagement. There are alsomany studies about
consumer perception and purchase behavior for pre-
scription and non-prescription drugs [41,42].

It has been argued that social media should have
health awareness campaigns instead of product pro-
motions. It is stated that social responsibility projects
should be applied more to prescription drug
companies.

Practical implications

We highlight two practical implications that can be
drawn from this research. First of all, our research is
a pioneer scientific investigation about marketing com-
munication techniques both of OTC and non-pharma-
ceutical products for Turkey. These data may be used
to give insight for building marketing strategies to the
companies and to understand the new emerging mar-
ket dynamics.

Second, the importance of pharmacists’ role is
emphasized by this research. In the light of the data
obtained in this study, companies can collaborate
with pharmacists, focus on particularly consumer
awareness and try to build their marketing strategies
via a safe and ethical approach.

Limitations and future research

There are a number of limitations of this research
that should be noted. When we conducted in-depth
interviews, we tried to gain enough data that can
offer a perspective of OTC marketing communi-
cations. Depending on the lack of expertise of this
field in Turkey, we reached only eight experts who
accepted to participate in our study. Therefore, inter-
view numbers in our study was relatively small but
the quality of data was sufficient to understand gen-
eral perspective in Turkey. The other reason for this
small sample size was that qualitative study was lim-
ited by participants’ time available because of their
workload.

Additionally, this study only investigated marketing
professionals’ perspective on OTC and non-pharma-
ceutical products.

In the further studies; the studies must be diversified
more over sector, pharmacist and consumer with more
sample size, and possible solution proposals for key
points must be presented.
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