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Celebrities Help
‘Educate’ Public
On New Drugs

By Davip P. Ha.\mms

OST PEOPLE don't L:nuw what febrile
M nentropenja is, and even fewer have

heard of & new drug for (he condition
called Neulasta.

Bul many, many people know Rob Lowe, which
is why the actor from the hit television show “The
West Wing" is kicking off a campaign today to
raise public awareness of the ailment—and indi-
rectly, Amgen Inc. hopes, the fortunes of its new
medication.

Mr. Lowe is scheduled o appeur toduy on “The
Rosie O'Donnell Show™ and “Entertainment To-
nighl” 1o (alk about febrile neutropenia, a term for
mfctuons thal can plague patienls undergoing can-
cer chemotherapy. Tomorrow, he will spend (he
day in a studlo taping interviews with local TV
stutions around the (LS. He plans lo make addi-
tlonal media appearances during the coming yeir.

Such celebrity campalgns are an Increasingly
populir way for drug makers o draw public atten-
tion to the maladies their medicines are designed
10 address. Celebrities olten appear in paid drug
ids, sueh s Lisnce Armstrong on behall of Bristol-
Myers Squibb Co. and its cuncer drugs and Roh
Dole on behalf of Pfizer Inc.'s Yiagra. Amgen is
using another approach—thut other drug compi-
nies also have tried—which counts on the fume of
celebrities such as Mr, Lowe to win time on TV
programs cager to feature stars talking ubont seri-
ous medical topics. Those
programs, when usked, gen-
erally say they air such seg-
ments hecanse the celebri-
ties have a “compelling
story.”

The US. Food and Drag
Administration, which
strictly regulates pharmaceu-
ticals advertising, says such
celebrity appearances don't
need o confirm 10§18 rules
unless the spokesman men-
tions a particular product by
name. If, for instance, Mr.
Lanwe: were Lo mention Neu-
lasta in onc af his TV appeur-
ances, FDA rules would require him to summarize
the matin side effects of the drug and to tell consum-
ers where to find more detailed information via ian
300 number or a Web site, an FDA spokesman siys.

“I'm nor seiling a speafic medicine,” says Mr.
lowe, whose father, Chuck, suffered a neutropenic
infection during chematherapy for lymphoma in
the early 19%0s. (He recovered and is free of can-
ter.) “1am raising awareness of the biggest side
elfect of chemotherapy, which happens to be the
one peaple know the least about.”

Still, the line belween autreich and advertising
can be blurry, Amgen, 4 major biotechnology vomn-
pany in Thousand Qaks, Calil.,, has briefed Mr.
Lowe on Neulasta and ils cffects, “so he's equipped
wilh that information If he's asked abaut it,” says
Osnal Benshoshan, an Amgen mitrkeling manager
for Neulasta. Mr. Lowe, wlio is being paid by Am.
gen for the appearances, says any decision to men-
tion particular products will depend on “whether [
fe€l comfortable™ doing so, and emphasizes that his
guitl is "t help people engage their doctors.”

Such so-called cducatiomitl ciampiigns ice espe-
cidlly important to pharmaceuticals companies
when the medical condition is relutively rare and
largely unknown cven among the patients it can
afflict, as with neutropenia,

Febrile neutropenia is unquestionably a seri-
ous problem. Since chemolherapy can decimate
the body's diseasc-fighting white-blood  cells,
miiny cancer patients are at higher risk of serious
infection, which eun lead o hospitalization and
inlerruption of their treatment.

Bul this campaign Is important to Amgen for
another reason, one familiar W many other pharma-
ceuticals makers. Newlasta, which Amgen Liunched
eirlier this manth, Is an update of an older Amgen
drug calledd Neupogen thal is ronumanly used to
treal neutropenic infections, However, wherris Ne-
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switch to the new drug and to use it to pre-
vent neutropenii instead of merely treat-
ing such infections after the fact. That
would open up a farlarger market for Neu-
lasta than Neupogen ever enjoycd—and
Neupogen is one of the best-selling biotech-
nology drugs ever, with world.wide sules
lust year of $1.3 bilkion,

Company marketers such as Ms. Ben-
shashan, however, worried that tradi-
tional doctor-focused marketing might
take 0o long to get the atention of har-
ried oneologists.

The answer: cnlist the help of pa-
tients and their caregivers. “We know,
that puticnts can change physician p
scribing behavior,” she says.

Amgen, which has never murkelAl its
prsducts dircctly to the public befgte

a specially canver medicine
tu the public. Such campaig
although not wholly

its Procrit, whii:il fig
by chematherapy.

Using a celebr 4 to raise awareness of
neutropenia wayAmmediately appealing,
Ms. Benshoshpd says. A year or soearller,
she had heayfed up a campaign In which
New York/Yunkees manuger Joe Torre
mude mgdia appearances to talk about his
battle yith prostate cancer. While Amgen
gfered the campulgn a success, it
d the plug last year when its experi-
plental  prosuile-cancer  drug-since
'dro)

g compantes prefer celebrities
with a personal connection to the medical
condition in question. But finding the
right person isn’t easy. That's why Am.
gen turmed to Amy Doner Schachtel. a
consultant and former public relations ex-
veutive in Essex Fells, N.J.. who special-
izes in helpinz pharmaceuticals compa-
nies identify and hire celebritics. Ms.
Schachtel knew Mr. Lowe previously had
helped raise money [or breast cancer - hml
grandmother amd great grandmother dicd
of it hut was feored to find out after
contacting the actor’s agent that his fa-

Lther had suffered febrile neutmpenia.
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as he was on his way home to Sanla
Barbara, Calil., from the “Wesl Wing”
seLin Las Angeies. Amgen staffers lined
the halls to get a glimpse at the actor,
Wwho says visiling the hiolech company
wis like "wulking into Futureworld.”

Amgen’s marketing leam liked Mr.
Lowe's story about his father and found
him cnthuslastic and well- -spoken, Even
better news rested in the actor's high ~Q
scare,” i measure of how credible an audi-
once finds a public figure. Mr. Lowe's
score was pirticnliarly high among women
uge 50 andolder, onc of Amgen's prime tar-
frets in the Neulasta campaign.

A stur like Mr. Lowc. however.
docsn’t come cheaply. An individual fa-
miliar with the arrangement sald the :ic-
tar is likely to receive upward of §1 mil-
lon for the campaign, although he may
donate at least purt of thit 10 charity; a
representutive for Mr. Lowe declines to
comment, Ms. Benshoshai says only that
Mr. Lowe is n "highly pald actor™ who is
being enmpensuted for his time.

Amgen is contemplating a consumer-
advertising campaign for Nenlusta in the
full and nlready has drawn up draft TV
commercials for Neulasta and is screen-
ing them in focus groups. The compuany,
however, won't decide whether to pro-
ceed with the ad campaign until it can
estimate how much sales will increuse
for it given advertising “buy.

Amgen also submits its advertising to
the FDA for review, a voluntary step the
company says helps it preserve a “good
relationship” with regulators.
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Drug companies prefer celebrities
with a personal connection to the
medical condition in question. But
finding the right person isn’t easy.
That’s why Amgen turned to Amy
Doner Schachtel, a consultant and
former public-relations executive in
Essex Fells, N.J., who specializes in
helping pharmaceuticals companies
identify and hire celebrities.




