


highly influential physicians study

Information transmitted to highly

influential physicians does not stop

at their desks.  As this independent

study shows, it’s passed on to 

countless other physicians through

the teaching, publishing, policy-

setting and research of their 

influential colleagues. 

It’s vitally important to identify highly influential 

physicians and the way they gather information. The

study you hold in your hands was designed to do just

that.  The Highly Influential Physicians Study. . .

• identifies highly influential physicians
in four specialties.

• highlights the differences in professional 

practice and information-gathering between highly 

influential physicians and their less-influential 

c o l l e a g u e s .

• determines the information sources highly 

influential physicians consider most important.

• identifies the medical journals they consider 

most important.

• explores the ways they use these journals.

highly 
i n f l u e n t i a l
p h y s i c i a n s
and their
i n f o r m a t i o n
s o u r c e s

how the study 
was conducted

The study was conducted among 4,000 physicians 

in four specialties: 

• Ca r d i o l o g y

• Infectious disease

• Internal medicine

• Oncology

A thousand physicians in each specialty were selected 

at random from the American Medical Association

membership list. The

study was conducted

by mail, with each

physician receiving 

a three-page question-

naire, cover letter, 

$5 check and prepaid 

reply envelope.  

The questionnaire

included both a practice

profile and a profile 

of information-gathering practices. It was developed with

the assistance of physicians in each of the four specialties

and was pre-tested for clarity and relevance. The N e w

England Journal of Medicine was not identified as the

sponsor of the study.  

To obtain a statistically valid sample, two mailings were

made: the first on June 1, 2004 and the second on July

1, 2004.  On August 16, 2004, when the study was

closed for tabulation, 953 questionnaires had been

received for a 24% response rate.

The Matalia Group, Inc., an independent research

organization, designed, administered and analyzed the

study in accordance with accepted research methodology.

the sampling 
strategy & r e s p o n s e s

as of August 16, 2004
_________________________________________

mailed returns

Cardiology . . . . . . . . . . 1000 198

Infectious disease . . . . 1000 262

Internal medicine. . . . . 1000 248

Oncology . . . . . . . . 1000 245
_________________________________________
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Highly influential physicians were identified on the basis of the practice profile 

in the study questionnaire.  Twelve items were used to create a multifaceted 

definition of physician influence, including:

•  time spent in peer-influence activities like teaching, consulting and research

• patients treated by referral

• positions of leadership in professional societies

• contributions to treatment guidelines

• contributions to peer-reviewed journals

• participation in clinical trials

• participation in medical meetings.

Responses to the profile questions were weighted, and the weighted scores 

were combined to develop an aggregate influence score for each respondent.

Respondents were then divided into three groups according to aggregate 

influence scores.  Those in the top third were characterized as physicians of high

influence, as follows: 

influence aggregate number
status influence score  of physicians

H i g h 15 or more 2 3 3

M e d i u m 1 0 - 1 4 2 6 4

L o w 9 or less 4 5 6

highly influential physicians study

identifying highly  
influential physicians  



The study revealed how great the differences are between highly influential 

physicians and their less-influential colleagues, both in terms of their activities and

their positions. There are also significant differences in the ways highly influential

physicians use medical journals.

Highly influential physicians are likely to...

•  practice in hospitals and academic medical centers

• spend time on activities like teaching, research and policy-setting

• see most patients by referral

• hold leadership positions in their practices and in medical societies

• author treatment guidelines, publish articles in peer-reviewed journals, 

serve as reviewers and editors of medical journals, and speak, moderate 

or chair professional meetings

• participate in clinical trials

• use medical journals to prepare clinical seminars and lectures, cite 

in manuscripts, track the work of other physicians and set up or design 

clinical trials
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highly 

i n f l u e n t i a l

physicians are 

significantly 

d i f f e r e n t

than their 

l e s s - i n f l u e n t i a l

c o l l e a g u e s

highly influential 
physicians:  
a practice profile  



highly influential physicians:  a  practice profile
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over half of highly influential physicians
practice in a hospital or academic medical center

high medium low
influence  influence  influence

base: 232 base: 263 base: 451

almost two-thirds hold leadership positions 
in their practice settings

high medium low
influence  influence  influence

base: 220 base: 220 base: 286

they spend almost half their time in activities 
that influence their peers

high medium low
influence  influence  influence

base: 200 base: 264 base: 451

University hospital or hospital 56 % 13 % 10%

Leadership position 62% 48% 27%
in practice setting

% of time spent in teaching, 44% 22 % 11%
consulting, administration 
and research
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they serve in leadership positions in their medical
s o c i e t i e s

high medium low
influence  influence  influence

base: 227 base: 263 base: 451

high medium low
influence  influence  influence

base: 227 base: 263 base: 451

they serve as authors or reviewers 
of treatment guidelines

high medium low
influence  influence  influence

base: 230 base: 261 base: 452

Leadership position 13% 9% 2%
in local or state
medical society

Leadership position 9% 3% <1%
in national or international 
medical society

Author/reviewer 40% 9% <1%
for a publication or
professional society



highly influential physicians:  a  practice profile
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one-third typically see only patients referred 
by colleagues in their specialty

high medium low
influence  influence  influence

base: 226 base: 251 base: 438

they serve as medical journal editors or reviewers
high medium low

influence  influence  influence

base: 229 base: 254 base: 445

high medium low
influence  influence  influence

base: 229 base: 254 base: 445

Editor or Editor-in-Chief 11% <1% <1%

32% 9% 5%

Reviewer 66 % 11% 3%
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8 5 % publish in peer-reviewed journals
high medium low

influence  influence  influence

base: 233 base: 263 base: 453

almost 9 0 % participate in clinical trials
high medium low

influence  influence  influence

base: 231 base: 261 base: 451

Published article 85 % 27% 9%
in peer-reviewed journal 
in last three years

Served as investigator 87% 54% 15%
in last three years



highly influential physicians study

highly influential
physicians and their
information sources  

Medical journals are more important to highly influential physicians than any other

source of medical information.  

•  In all four specialties studied, journals are the most important information 

source for influential physicians.

• In all specialties, there is a wide gap between the top two or three journals 

and the remaining journals in terms of readership.

• Other important information sources include medical meetings, textbooks
and references, and expert colleagues.

• pharmaceutical company sources like detail representatives and 

company-based materials are significantly less important as information 

s o u r c e s .

You’ll find detailed information about these information sources on the data

sheets enclosed.
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highly 

i n f l u e n t i a l

p h y s i c i a n s

depend 

on medical

j o u r n a l s
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The New England Journal of Medicine ranks in the top three journals among highly

influential physicians in all four specialties.

•  NEJM ranks first among internal medicine and infectious disease specialists, 

second among oncologists, and third among cardiologists.

• Between 86% and 98% consider it a “must-read” journal. 

• 50% to 75% read every issue. 

• 85% to 99% subscribe personally or read others’ copies. 

• 64% to 77% pay to subscribe to it personally.

• NEJM is the first choice in three of the four specialties for meeting cme 
requirements. 

• NEJM is the first choice in all four specialties for submitting manuscripts
for publication.

highly influential 
physicians and the 
new england journal 
of medicine

highly 

i n f l u e n t i a l

p h y s i c i a n s

depend on the

new england

journal 

of medicine



highly influential physicians use the 
new england journal of medicine  
in activities that influence other physicians

high medium low
influence influence  influence

To prepare clinical seminars, 65% 48% 28%
lectures or journal articles

To cite in a manuscript 55 28 12
bibliography

To track the work of others  34 22 11
with similar research interests

To prepare practice guidelines  34 30 27
or clinical algorithms

To set up or design a clinical trial 19 6 6
base: 233 base: 264 base: 456

You’ll find detailed information about information sources, medical journals 

and the ways highly influential physicians use them on the data sheets enclosed.

To find out more about any aspect of this independent study, contact your N e w

England Journal of Medicine regional sales director.
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regional sales directors

New England, Midwest and West Co a s t

Chrissy Miller

Tel: 508-775-3995

Fax: 781-647-5785

c m i l l e r @ n e j m . o r g

Philadelphia Metro, Mid-Atlantic and Southeast

Lew We t z e l

Tel: 610-566-6152

Fax: 610-892-0462

l w e t z e l @ n e j m . o r g

New York, Connecticut and Northern New Jersey

Wayne Wickman

Tel: 973-476-1696

w w i c k m a n @ n e j m . o r g

860 Winter Street, Waltham, MA 02451

w w w . n e j mads a l e s . o r g


