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Executive Summary: 

Pharmacists are one of the most trusted health professional groups in the community, second only to nurses. 

Only doctors are more frequently consulted for health information. Pharmacists are professionals taught 

evidence based science and the importance thereof at University. Their professional standards speak to their 

commitment to evidence based prescribing. As such, it is a reasonable expectation that the health care 

products they sell in their pharmacies should be supported by credible scientific evidence for clinical 

effectiveness. Products not supported by scientific studies and certainly products that have been investigated 

and found to be ineffective should not be promoted within the pharmacies’ business model. In so doing 

pharmacists run into an ethical dilemma as they clearly have a conflict of interest as they try and balance 

professional advice and the effect that advice may have on limiting sales. 

Submission: 

This submission relates to questions 115, 116 and 117 of the review: 

115. Does the availability and promotion of vitamins and complementary medicines in community 

pharmacies influence consumer-buying habits?  

116. Should complementary products be available at a community pharmacy, or does this create a conflict 

of interest for pharmacists and undermine health care?  

117. Do consumers appreciate the convenience of having the availability of vitamins and complementary 

medicines in one location? Do consumers benefit from the advice (if any) provided by pharmacists when 

selling complementary medicines?  

Pharmacists play an important role in improving the quality use of medicines and the provision of 

information about medicines, including “alternative” medicines.  Community pharmacists may play 

constructive roles in the management of chronic disorders. The professional practice standards of the 

Pharmaceutical Society of Australia (PSA) emphasises that true professionalism involves the provision of 

accurate information to their clients. Friends of Science in Medicine (FSM) acknowledge the important role 

community pharmacies can play in promoting community health in a time of increasing cost pressures and 

can support an expanded role for pharmacists within the primary care system. However, this support is 

contingent on their dedication to evidence based prescribing demonstrated by the provision of clinically 

effective products and a renewed professional commitment to evidence based science. Following the 

publication of the National Health & Medical Research Council (NHMRC), finding that homeopathic 

preparations have no medicinal value, there continued sale within pharmacies would certainly suggest that 

the pharmacists are not fulfilling their professional duties.  

Review of Pharmacy Remuneration and Regulation 
Submission #493; 30-Sep-2016; Friends of Science in Medicine



Submission to the Review of Pharmacy Remuneration and Regulation - Friend of Science in Medicine 2 

The PSA itself does not support the sale of homeopathic medicines in pharmacies and demands that good 

levels of evidence support medicines sold. Unfortunately this admonition is widely ignored as dollars trump 

ethics.  

The situation with vitamins and numerous supplements is more complex. For healthy adults on adequate 

diets, vitamin supplementation is unnecessary and high does supplementation with fat-soluble anti-oxidant 

vitamins may even be harmful. Folate supplementation for pregnant women on the other hand has been 

shown to reduce the incidence of neural tube defects. Sales of vitamins need to be nuanced and evidence 

based. Backed by massive advertising budgets from companies marketing vitamins and supplements, 

making false claims for effectiveness, many Australians have come to believe that you can neutralise an 

unhealthy lifestyle with such products. Pharmacists should be helping us counter this dangerous delusion.   

Far too many pharmacists are letting standards slip in other ways. 

FSM is critical of other non evidence based practices such as the promotion of de-toxification products and 

probiotics for everyone and the provision of genetic testing which is unnecessary, potentially inaccurate and 

beyond the scope of practice pharmacists have been trained for. A commitment to evidence based pharmacy 

would see pharmacists stop inviting alternative practitioners to visit their stores to help them sell 

“alternative” products while bad advice is provided.  

Reforms should allow pharmacists to decide what they sell and how they promote a product, not the 

companies that supply the products. We understand that pharmacists have to market the complete 

Blackmores' range if they want to sell any of the companies products.  

In regard to question 115: FSM believes the availability and promotion of vitamins and complementary 

medicines in community pharmacies will influence consumer buying habits. Consumers will assume that 

there will be evidence that there are health benefits to these items, despite evidence to the contrary. 

Particularly problematic are lolly-like vitamin “gummies” aimed at both children and adults, which would 

appear to violate the ethics component of professional practice standards of the PSA. We recommend 

labeling changes that would require a tag on the shelf below a product to declare if there is no scientific 

support for a claim being made on the label, as the U.S. Food and Drug Administration requires in the US. 

In regard to question 116: FSM most certainly agrees that having complementary products available at a 

community pharmacy does create a conflict of interest for pharmacists and undermine health care. The best 

evidence base shows that the majority of these preparations are either ineffective or of unknown efficacy, 

and that some have the potential to be harmful, for little or no benefit. This is at odds with the core 

principles of the professional practice standards of the PSA and the trust engendered by the general public.  

FSM acknowledge that there are significant cost pressures on community pharmacies, and these products 

generate a substantial revenue stream. However, the solution to this problem involves the expansion of a 

pharmacist’s role in our primary care system consistent with their training and experience. Support from 

other clinical colleagues for such an expansion will require convincing evidence of a change in practice for 

many pharmacists to bring them into line with the standards discussed herein. As the government moves to 

establish "Medical Homes" the idea that pharmacists serve the patients of a number of local homes is 

currently regarded as world's best practice and would benefit the profession as well as patients. 

In regard to question 117: FSM would point out that it is possible to purchase these products off the shelf 

without interacting with a pharmacist, only interacting with an untrained sales assistant, so no professional 

advice will be obtained. Secondly, given the financial interest in selling these products, can consumers rely 
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on community pharmacists to advise them that these products are ineffective or potentially harmful? The 

answer, even with the best of intentions of the pharmacists, must be no. 

We have read the more detailed submission from the Australian Medical Association and wish here, to add 

our support for the paper and its suggestions. 
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