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also more likely to feature a dinner than other events: 
RR=1.73 (95% CI 1.64 to 1.82) for depression and 
RR=1.33 (95% CI 1.27 to 1.38) for osteoporosis. This 
trend was not seen for overactive bladder.

The median cost per attendee was higher than for 
events in general ($A14): $A104 for depression, $A52 for 
osteoporosis and $A85 for overactive bladder (table 1).

A few companies sponsored most of these condi-
tion-focused events. Figure  1 provides an overview of 
companies sponsoring �5% of events. All sell at least 
one drug for the relevant indication. Table 2 provides 
an overview of these drugs’ PBS funding status. We 
present illustrative event descriptions featuring brand 
names in table  3, with added details on sponsored 
events per company in online supplementary appendix 
table 3.

Depression-related events
Two companies sponsored >80% of depression-related 
events: Servier (51.2% of events), which markets the 

antidepressant agomelatine and AstraZeneca (23.0% of 
events), which markets the antipsychotic quetiapine. The 
extended-release formulation of quetiapine (brand name 
Seroquel XR) is approved for depression treatment in 
patients intolerant to other therapies or with inadequate 
response. Neither agomelatine nor the depression indi-
cation for quetiapine are PBS subsidised. Pfizer, which 
markets five PBS-subsidised antidepressants (desvenla-
faxine, venlafaxine, sertraline, reboxetine, doxepin), was 
the next most frequent sponsor (16.0% of events).

We examined agomelatine and quetiapine sales 
volumes over the study period. Agomelatine sales tripled, 
from 99 625 units in 2012 to 300 103 units in 2015 (28 days 
treatment/unit). Sales of the extended-release formula-
tion of quetiapine increased from 247 374 units in 2012 to 
374 917 in 2015 (60 days treatment/unit). Sales of other 
AstraZeneca quetiapine formulations decreased over the 
same period, from 499 445 units sold in 2012 to 202 783 in 
201523 (see online supplementary appendix figure 1.1).

Figure 1  Per cent of events sponsored by each company, in total and per condition. Companies that sponsored at least 5% of 
events are listed. 
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Seventy-nine AstraZeneca events focused on ‘the 
anxious depressed patient’. Figure 2 is an invitation for 
one of these events, featuring the same image that was 
used in an advertisement for extended-release quetiapine 
that appeared in the Medical Journal of Australia. This 
formulation of quetiapine is also indicated for gener-
alised anxiety disorder.

Osteoporosis-related events
Osteoporosis event sponsorship, similarly, was highly 
concentrated: Amgen and GSK, which comarket denos-
umab, sponsored 31.3% and 18.1% of events respectively 
(in total, 49.4%). Novartis, which markets zoledronic 
acid, and oestradiol/norethisterone, a hormone therapy 
approved for osteoporosis prevention in high-risk women 
intolerant of other products, sponsored 19.9% of events; 
Servier, which markets strontium, sponsored 15.0%; and 
Sanofi, which marketed risedronic acid until December 
2014, sponsored 8.7%. Denosumab, zoledronic acid, 
oestradiol/norethisterone and risedronic acid are PBS 
subsidised; strontium was delisted in August 2016 due to 
cardiac risks.

Sanofi transferred its marketing rights for risedro-
nate to Actavis in December 2014.24 Sanofi sponsored 

no osteoporosis events from October 2014 onwards (see 
online supplementary appendix figure 1.2).

Denosumab dispensations increased nearly sevenfold 
over the study period, from 45 220 in 2012 to 309 350 
in 2015.25 Risedronate, zoledronic acid and strontium 
dispensations all decreased (see online supplementary 
appendix figure 1.3) Of 193 events mentioning denosum-
ab’s brand name, Prolia, 104 were sponsored by Amgen 
and 88 by GSK.

Overactive bladder-related events
Two companies dominated sponsorship of overactive 
bladder events: Astellas (40.5% of events), which markets 
mirabegron and solifenacin, the latter after October 2014 
and CSL (40.0% of events), which marketed solifenacin 
from February 2011 to October 2014. Neither drug is 
PBS subsidised. Astellas did not request PBS reimburse-
ment for mirabegron. PBAC rejected solifenacin in 2007, 
judging benefits and cost-effectiveness to be uncertain.

All CSL-sponsored overactive bladder events occurred 
while the company held distribution rights for solifenacin 
to October 2014. Most Astellas-sponsored events were 
held from 2014 onwards, when it obtained marketing 
rights (see online supplementary appendix figure 1.4). 

Figure 2  Invitation for an AstraZeneca sponsored event.
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