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Wasted Paper in Pharmaceutical Samples
To the Editor: Clinicians give pharmaceutical samples provided to clinics by industry sales representatives to patients who are unable to afford medicines or use them as starter packs for patients initiating a new treatment. These samples are usually contained in large, elaborate, colorful, single-use packages. Paper packaging constitutes up to 50 percent of the 180 million tons of garbage Americans produce each year and represents the fastest-growing segment of garbage production.1 
For these reasons, we sought to determine the relative amounts of packaging and pills in pharmaceutical samples in a university general-medicine clinic. We measured the mass and the total volume of pills and packaging in one of each brand of drug samples stored in the clinic. All pills were packaged in either foil blister packs or plastic bottles; these were contained in paper-product boxes and accompanied by paper package inserts. 
Ninety-two packages contained 665 pills (mean [±SD], 7.2±6.2 pills per package). Paper packaging (paper-product boxes plus paper package inserts) constituted 65 percent of overall package weight (Table 1). The ratio of the volume of pills to the volume of paper-product boxes was 0.0132. 
 

We conclude that pharmaceutical samples have a very high ratio of packaging to pills. Large packages may contribute to increased brand recognition and prescribing, but they also take up excessive space in overcrowded clinics and waste paper. The Paperboard Packaging Council2 predicts that use of medicinal cartons in the United States will grow 5 percent per year over the next four years and that the traditional paper box will make way for cartons with curves, metallic coatings, holograms, and barrier coatings, all of which make the packaging less recyclable. 

Martin T. Donohoe, M.D. 
Harmony Matthews 
Oregon Health Sciences University 
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