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Summary 
The pharmaceutical industry pay Irish 
healthcare organisations (HCOs) and 
healthcare professionals (HCPs) millions of 
euro each year. These HCOs include public 
hospitals. The evidence is that receipt of 
pharmaceutical company payments is 
associated with higher prescribing rates, 
higher prescribing costs and lower 
prescribing quality.1-3 Currently in Ireland 
there is limited transparency around these 
payments and the HSE has limited 
oversight over the payments to HSE 
funded HCOs and HCPs. Given that the 
state spends over €2 billion annually on 
prescription medicines, we believe that 
governance over these payments should 
be strengthened. 
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Context  
The Irish state spent €2.3 billion on pharmaceuticals in 2020, 
rising from €1.3 billion in 2012.4 A Business Post investigation 
found that many HSE employees receive payments from the 
pharmaceutical industry.5 It is also clear that many organisations 
that are governed by the HSE receive payments from the 
pharmaceutical industry. These payments are described as being 
grants, donations for events, consultancy fees, funding for travel 
and accommodation, and research and development. These 
payments have been used in the past to induce prescribing, and 
there is anecdotal evidence suggesting that this may be occurring 
in Ireland.6 In the US in 2007, the US Justice department alleged 
that Merck used payments made to doctors, under the guise of 
‘training’, ‘consulting’ and ‘market research’, to induce 
prescribing.7 ‘Education’ payments are also thought to have been 
used by Purdue Pharma to increase prescribing of its opioid 
OxyContin,8 which contributed greatly to the US opioid crisis. In 
Ireland, there is very limited transparency around these 
payments and the HSE lack clear oversight of the payments made 
to HSE HCOs and HCPs. 
 

How transparent are industry payments? 
Currently, pharmaceutical industry payments to HCOs and HCPs 
are reported on the Irish Pharmaceutical Healthcare Association 
(IPHA) website transferofvalue.ie. There are many issues with this 
reporting system. Firstly, for the majority of payments, the 
recipient’s identity is not disclosed, only the number and total 
value of payments are reported.9 Secondly, the website excludes 
medical device companies as well as many companies who are 
not members of the IPHA.9 In some countries the medical device 
industry have been found to pay more to doctors than the 
pharmaceutical industry.10 In a recent peer reviewed study we 
published in the journal Health Policy, we documented these 
issues and found a range of errors and inconsistencies in the data 
reported on the transferofvalue.ie website.9 This implies that the 
amount of payments is likely far greater and there is a lot of detail 
missing on the payments to HCOs and HCPs we do know about 
(e.g. the drug, device, or medical equipment associated with the 
payment or what type of HCP is in receipt of the payment).  
 
 

 

Do the HSE have clear oversight of 
industry payments? 
In response to an FOI request made to the 
HSE for information on payments from 
industry to HSE HCOs and HCPs, it was stated 
that some hospitals have no records in this 
area and that the transferofvalue.ie website 
should be consulted. This is despite the many 
issues with the transferofvalue.ie website we 
have outlined. Therefore, the HSE lacks clear 
oversight of payments which may be leading 
to reduced quality prescribing and increased 
costs. This is a major governance issue. 
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Key messages and 
recommendations 

 

 Problem: Publicly funded HCOs and 

HCPs are receiving payments from 

industry which can compromise 

their prescribing practice and 

increase state spend on 

pharmaceuticals 

 Recommendation 1: HSE 

governance processes for 

payments from industry to HSE 

funded HCOs and HCPs need 

strengthening, including greater 

transparency as to who receives 

these payments. 

 Recommendation 2: Support the 

introduction of legislation ensuring 

greater transparency around 

payments from the pharmaceutical 

and medical device industry to 

HCOs and HCPs 
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Do other countries legislate for this? 
Yes, several countries including Belgium, Portugal, France and the 
United States legislate to ensure transparency around payments 
from industry to HCOs and HCPs.13 This ensures that people 
receiving payments from industry are not able to hide their identity. 
It can act to discourage people from receiving payments which is 
likely to improve the quality and safety of prescribing practice for 
patients. Lastly, a clear and transparent payment disclosure 
framework will provide a reliable source of information for the HSE 
to ensure the organisation and its employees are adhering to best 
practice.  
 
The US14 and France15 provide for sanctions to ensure accurate and 
timely reporting. Those countries also provide in-depth information 
on payments, exclude very few payments and allow for audits of 
payment reports.14, 15 In 2017, then TD Billy Kelleher proposed 
legislation to ensure the identity of payment recipients was 
transparent.16 The then Minister for Health Simon Harris, as well as 
many HCPs, supported this bill.17, 18 

 

What are the consequences of not addressing industry 
payments? 
These payments will likely contribute to even greater increases in 
state spend on pharmaceuticals.3 More critically it is unclear if some 
of these payments (e.g. gifts and hospitality) are allowed under Irish 
Medical Council guidance.11 
 
Lastly, if this issue is not addressed, trust in the health system will 
be negatively impacted. A poll of over 12,000 thejournal.ie readers 
found that 92% (excluding those who were undecided) were 
opposed to doctors being allowed to take money from 
pharmaceutical companies.12 The first step in addressing the issues 
around these payments is understanding the scale of payments and 
details of what and who they are for. 
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