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The  aim  of  this  study  was  to explore  pharmacy  owners’  views  on  the  strategic  development  of  community
pharmacies,  particularly  how  strategic  planning  at the  pharmacy  level  influences  on  product  marketing
and  health  service  orientation  of  individual  community  pharmacies.

The  study  was  carried  out as a national  cross-sectional  e-mail  survey  sent  to all privately-owned  Finnish
community  pharmacies  (n  =  581)  in March  2013  (response  rate  34%,  n =  198).  The  pharmacy  owners  were
asked about  their  strategy,  product  marketing  and  health  services  activities  at the time  of the  survey  and
what  they  regarded  as  potential  strategic  developments  by  2020.

Of the  responding  pharmacy  owners  (n  =  198),  63%  reported  their  pharmacy  had  a  strategy.  The  strat-
egy  was more  common  if the  pharmacy  owner  had >10  years  of  experience  as a  pharmacy  owner,  the
pharmacy  had  a high  prescription  volume  (annually  >100,000  prescriptions)  and  sales  volume  (annual
turnover  >5  million  euros).  Pharmacy  owners’  strategic  vision  by  2020  concerning  health  service  orien-

tation  was  the  same  regardless  of  having  a strategy.  Having  a  strategy  was  associated  with  the  following
variables  indicating  active  product  marketing  orientation:  the  pharmacy  had  a person  responsible  for
marketing  campaigns  and  monitoring  their  success,  and  the pharmacy  actively  invested  in add-on  sales.
Economic  uncertainty  of community  pharmacies  is  an  unresolved  issue  driving  them  towards  active
product  marketing  even  they  strategically  prioritized  health  service  orientation.

© 2019  Elsevier  B.V.  All  rights  reserved.
. Introduction

Marketplace for community pharmacies is undergoing remark-
ble changes in Finland. This is due to the ongoing major societal
hanges that reflect in the social and health service system which
s also under reform [1–3]. Finland has a privately-owned com-

unity pharmacy system that has been proactively developed by
he profession and its stakeholders [4–7]. The community phar-

acy system is highly regulated to ensure its commitment to
he nationś health policy goals [6,8–10]. Pharmacies, owned by
harmacists and each of them employing an average of 6 staff phar-

acists, have such potential in pharmaceutical expertise that it

ould be exploited in healthcare more efficiently [2,3,11]. Inter-
ational studies indicate that consumers are not aware of the
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professional services pharmacies offer but see them merely as tra-
ditional medicine distributors [12–15]. Recent changes in social and
healthcare systems in Finland have enabled pharmacists to extend
their service provision in healthcare [3,16]. Experiences from other
countries indicate that societal support to community pharmacies
is essential to carry out this kind of changes [10,12,13,17,18].

In Finland, the government has implemented several actions
to reduce prescription medicine costs, such as generic substitu-
tion in 2003, followed by the reference price system in 2009 to
control the prices of prescription medications [19]. A decrease in
the margins of prescription medicines sales has affected the eco-
nomic structure and viability of Finnish community pharmacies
[19,20]. In order to support the economic stability, pharmacies
have been extending their product portfolio to free trade goods.
This has forced pharmacy owners to make more careful long-

term strategic planning on their business orientation and service
provision in order to assure acceptable profit level. As a con-
sequence, it is possible to distinguish three different strategic
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rientations in the current community pharmacy business plan-
ing in Finland: 1) specialty store-oriented pharmacy, 2) dispensing
nd medicine distribution oriented pharmacy and 3) healthcare
riented pharmacy. Part of pharmacy owners have kept their strate-
ic focus on traditional dispensing and medicine distribution (i.e.,
ispensing oriented pharmacies). There has been quite a strong
ovement towards extending the sales of free trade goods, par-

icularly cosmetics, herbal products, and other self-care products
or maintaining health and wellbeing. Strategically, those phar-

acies can be considered as specialty store-oriented pharmacies.
he most controversial within the pharmacy profession has been
he clinical role orientation and the strategic shift towards health
ervice provision, e.g., conducting medication reviews and provid-
ng automated dose dispensing service for home care and nursing
ome clients. However, examples from some countries, such as
he USA, Australia, and Great Britain, indicate that pharmacies can
trengthen their financial, professional and societal role by special-
zing in health services supporting rational and safe medication use
12,13,21].

In Finland, the current Medicines Policy 2020 document by the
inistry of Social Affairs and Health provides a clear strategic signal

o integrate community pharmacies into social welfare and health-
are system [6]. However, little is known about pharmacy owners’
ommitment to these medicines policy goals and how their strate-
ic planning supports implementation of the policy. The aim of
his study was to explore pharmacy owners’ views on the strategic
evelopment of community pharmacies, particularly how strategic
lanning at the pharmacy level influences product marketing and
ealth service orientation of individual community pharmacies.

. Materials and methods

.1. Study design
This study was conducted in March 2013 as a national cross-
ectional e-mail survey to all members of the Association of Finnish
harmacies (n = 581), covering the vast majority of approximately
00 private pharmacy owners in Finland.

ig. 1. Association between strategy work and pharmacy’s product marketing orientatio
ariables (n = 8) was  0.699 (Chronbach’s Alpha). n.s.: not significant.
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2.2. Development of the survey instrument

The content of the survey instrument was  derived from the
key issues focusing on the community pharmacy system in recent
official policy documents, such as Medicines Policy 2020 by the
Ministry of Social Affairs and Health [6,16]. Also the strategies
and professional service development programs of the Associa-
tion of Finnish Pharmacies and other key stakeholders were taken
into account [22]. An e-mail survey instrument containing struc-
tured and open-ended questions was divided into five sections: 1)
characteristics of the pharmacy owner and his or her pharmacy
business, 2) characteristics of the pharmacy’s strategic develop-
ment, 3) business and economy, 4) marketing efforts taken and
those coordinated through a possible membership in a marketing
chain of individual community pharmacies, and 5) range of services
provided in the pharmacy at the time of the survey and pharmacy
owner’s opinions on investing in health care oriented service devel-
opment by 2020. Most of the questions were structured applying
the 5-point Likert-scale format and were accompanied by an open
question.

The method and the survey instrument were piloted in
September 2012 with a regional group of pharmacy owners in west-
ern Finland (n = 145) [23]. The response rate for the pilot survey
was 35% (n = 51). Some of the questions were modified after the
pilot study, but the essence remained the same. Prior to the cur-
rent survey, the content of the survey instrument was  discussed
with national community pharmacy experts to gain their feedback
and suggestions for modifications.

2.3. Data collection and analysis

The national survey to pharmacy owners was  carried out by an
electronic Webropol data collection program in March 2013. The
pharmacy owners’ e-mail addresses were obtained from the Asso-
ciation of Finnish Pharmacies. One reminder message by e-mail was
sent after one week of sending the original survey.
Responses were analyzed using the SPSS program. The results
are presented as frequencies and percentages. The statistical sig-
nificance in the bivariate analyses was  tested by Chi Square test
(p-value of <0.05 was  considered statistically significant).

n (% of the responding pharmacy owners, n = 198). The internal consistency of the
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Table 1
Characteristics of the responding pharmacy owners (n = 198) and their pharmacy
outlets compared to all privately-owned community pharmacies in Finland at the
point of the survey (n = 592) (% of the respondents).

Variable Respondents
(n = 198)

Target
population
(n = 592)a

% n % n

Work experience as a
pharmacy owner

Less than 5 years 36 69 Not available
5–10 years 23 44 Not available
More than 10 years 42 81 Not available
Pharmacy owner’s gender
Female 72 143 73 432
Male 28 54 27 160
Location by province
Southern Finland 30 58 Not available
Western Finland 38 74 Not available
Eastern Finland 16 32 Not available
Northern Finland 16 32 Not available
Business location
Countryside 45 88 Not available
City, center 22 42 Not available
City, suburb 14 27 Not available
City, commercial center 19 38 Not available
Annual prescription

volume
Less than 40,000 27 52 25 148
ig. 2. Association between having strategy and health service orientation of commu
lpha). n.s.: not significant.

For the analysis, the respondents were divided into two groups
ccording to whether or not they had a strategy. The bivariate
nalysis was applied to count the association between 1) strategy
ork and variables indicating active product marketing orienta-

ion and 2) strategy work and variables indicating health service
rientations. Eight independent variables were used to opera-
ionalize typical product marketing and campaigning activities in
innish community pharmacies (Fig. 1) and 13 variables for oper-
tionalizing provision of health services at the time of the survey
Fig. 2). Reliability analysis (Chronbach’s Alpha) was applied to cal-
ulate the internal consistency of the variables in both strategic
pproached to indicate survey instrument’s construct validity.

Background variables used in this study included work expe-
ience as a pharmacy owner, the pharmacy owner’s gender,
harmacy’s location by province and type of area (e.g., countryside,
ity center), annual prescription volume and turnover, whether
he pharmacy had 1) limited liability company, 2) subsidiary, 3)
nline pharmacy, 4) service point, and 5) whether the pharmacy
as a member of a pharmacy chain (marketing chain of individual

ommunity pharmacies, actual pharmacy chains are not allowed in
inland).

. Results

The response rate was 34% (n = 198). The majority (42%) of the

espondents were experienced pharmacy owners for over ten years
Table 1). The majority (72%) of the respondents were women,
hich is in line with the gender distribution of all pharmacy own-

rs in Finland [24]. Respondents represented the size distribution

40,000–60,000 19 37 19 115
60,001–100,000 32 63 32 191
More than 100,000 22 44 22 130

a Source: Association of Finnish Pharmacies 2012 [24].
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Table  2
Strategy work in community pharmacies according to characteristics of pharmacy
owners and their pharmacy outlets (the proportion of those respondents who
reported having a strategy for their pharmacy, n = 123). n.s.: not significant.

Variable Strategy work p-value

% n

Work experience as a pharmacy owner <0.001
Less than 5 years 43 30
5–10 years 65 28
More than 10 years 78 61
Pharmacy owner’s gender n.s.
Female 63 87
Male 66 35
Location by province n.s.
Southern Finland 66 37
Western Finland 68 50
Eastern Finland 42 13
Northern Finland 69 22
Location area
Countryside 59 51 n.s
City,  center 68 28
City, suburb 58 15
City, commercial center 74 28
Annual prescription volume 0.007
Less  than 40,000 44 23
40,000–60,000 69 24
60,001–100,000 66 41
More than 100,000 77 33
Turnover million D 0.008
Less  than 0.7 44 19
0.700 – 2.499 58 21
2.500 – 3.399 71 22
3.400 – 4.999 67 32
5.000 or more 84 26
Does the pharmacy have
Limited liability company 77 51 0.003
Subsidiary (max 3 allowed) 54 27 n.s.
Online pharmacy 81 22 n.s.
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Service point (limited assortment) 65 11 n.s.
Member of a marketing chain 62 67 n.s.

f pharmacies based on their annual prescription volume quite well
24]. Of the respondents, 40% planned to apply for a new pharmacy
icense and resign from their current one or retire within a three-
ear period after the time of the survey. Of the respondents, 45%
perated their pharmacy in a rural community.

Almost two-thirds (63%, n = 123) of the pharmacy owners
eported that their pharmacy had a strategy. Having a strategy was
nfluenced by the length of the career as a pharmacy owner, phar-

acy’s annual prescription volume and turnover, and existence of
 limited liability company (Table 2). The tendency was  that phar-
acy owners having more than ten years of experience were more

ikely to have a strategy for their pharmacy. The strategy was more
ommon in pharmacies with high prescription volume (>100,000
ispensed prescriptions a year) and turnover (>5 million euros a
ear).

At the point of the survey in 2013, automated dose dispens-
ng was the most common health-oriented service provided, with
7% of the responding pharmacies providing it (Appendix 1). The
ange of pharmacies offering other health-oriented services varied
etween 6%–37%, health-check service being the least provided (8%
f all responding pharmacies). A more detailed description of the
ealth-related services included in this study is given in Appendix 1.

The internal consistency of both sets of variables indicating
harmacy’s product marketing orientation and health service ori-
ntation was acceptable (Cronbach’s Alpha 0.699 for the 8 variables
elated to product marketing orientation and 0.836 for the 13

ariables indicating pharmacy’s health service orientation). Less
han a third (29%) of the responding pharmacy owners reported
hat concentration of product sales was an important part of their
harmacy’s strategy (Fig. 1). Concerning product marketing ori-
 / Health Policy 123 (2019) 462–467 465

entation, pharmacy owners reported most commonly having an
employee responsible for creating product marketing campaigns
(81% of the respondents) and monitoring the success of such
campaigns (74%) (Fig. 1). About the same proportion of the phar-
macy owners (75%) reported extending their product sales towards
non-pharmaceutical free trade brands exclusively available in
pharmacies. Having a strategy influenced the following variables
indicating active product marketing orientation: the pharmacy had
an employee responsible for product marketing campaigns and
monitoring their success, and the pharmacy actively invested in
add-on sales (Fig. 1).

Having a strategy was not associated with pharmacy owners’
opinions on health service orientation, except that those having
a strategy were more interested in providing services promot-
ing medication safety, such as comprehensive medication reviews
(Fig. 2). The respondents most agreed with the items related to
willingness to create competence needed in providing specialized
health services, such as comprehensive medication reviews, if there
were national standards and funding for these services. The least
agreed on were the items indicating that online pharmacy ser-
vices would extend to services provided by almost all pharmacies,
and that pharmacy service points with the limited assortment and
services would assure access to medicines in sparsely populated
areas.

4. Discussion

Pharmacy owners’ strategic vision by 2020 concerning health
service orientation was  the same regardless of having a strategy
for their business or not, but the active product marketing orienta-
tion was influenced by having a strategy. By 2020, approximately
half of the responding pharmacy owners indicated they are ready
to invest in competencies needed in specialized health services,
such as comprehensive medication reviews, if these services had
standardized procedures and if they were funded as part of health
services from the public health budget.

The tendency was that the pharmacy owners having more than
10 years of experience as an owner were more likely than oth-
ers to have a strategy for their pharmacy. The strategy was more
common in pharmacies with a high prescription volume (>100,000
dispensed prescriptions a year), a turnover higher that 5 million
euros a year and in pharmacies having a limited liability company.
In this study, the reasons and motives for strategic planning and
having a strategy were not assessed. Usually in Finland the phar-
macist’s career as a pharmacy owner starts in a small pharmacy in
a countryside community or in a small town. Pharmacy owners
may  not consider strategy necessary in these business environ-
ments without rivals. Also, the dynamics of managing a small rural
pharmacy with few workers is different from managing a larger
pharmacy employing up to 30 pharmacists and 8 technicians. A
larger pharmacy with more resources provides more opportuni-
ties for professional and commercial business development, but
requires more attention to organizing the work, allocating the
resources, controlling finances and strategically planning the busi-
ness and services.

According to this study, having a strategy positively influenced
pharmacy owners’ willingness to invest in provision of some health
oriented services requiring special expertise or even accreditation,
such as medication reviews, medication consultations and services
for special patient groups. At the same time, willingness to pro-
vide many other health services was  not influenced by strategy

work, e.g., provision of automated dose dispensing, health-check
service and other health screenings, such as measuring blood pres-
sure, inhaler technique checks and smoking cessation services. This
may  indicate that pharmacy owners need a strong commitment to
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roviding professional services in order to make long-term invest-
ents in such services that require new competencies of the staff

nd closer collaboration with local healthcare providers, but the
uture demand and income is uncertain. On one hand, implement-
ng comprehensive medication review services requires specially
rained staff [25,26]. On the other hand, such services as automated
ose dispensing, health-checks and other health screenings are
asier to implement without additional resources and long-term
nvestments.

Previous evidence from other countries with more advanced
linical service provision in community pharmacies demonstrate
hat the implementation of novel professional services is a long pro-
ess that requires strategic commitment and resource allocation
13,15,17,27]. Finnish community pharmacies have particularly
nvested in improving patient counseling services since the 1990s

ith the support of professional bodies, authorities, pharmacy
chools and continuing education organizations [4]. Even with
xtensive, long-term, coordinated efforts the change has been slow.
he commitment of pharmacy owners to shared national health
nd medication policy goals is crucial. In Finland, the polarization of
harmacies to those willing to extend their operations towards pro-
essional health-oriented services and those willing to base their
usiness on traditional dispensing and active product sales is evi-
ent [4].

A visibly larger proportion of pharmacies having a strategy seem
o be heading towards active product marketing and extending
heir product assortment beyond pharmaceutical products to free
rade brands exclusively available in pharmacies. Those pharmacies
aving a strategy also favored the promotion of add-on sales. Thus,
ommunity pharmacies have begun to focus on active product sales
o ensure their profitability. This trend towards a more business-
riented pharmacy practice became evident after the government
aunched the reference price system in Finland in 2009 in order
o cut the increase in prescription drug costs. Since then, author-
ties have made regular follow-ups on the finances of community
harmacies [19,20,28]. The economic analyses have concluded that
harmacies continue to have solid economy and they are still earn-

ng profitable business. Even though the reference price system
as cut the prices of prescription medications reimbursed through
he public social insurance system covering the whole population,
ew reimbursement cuts have been needed during the last years.
his has increased pharmacy owners’ willingness and tendency to
ompensate for reduced prescription drug profits by active prod-
ct marketing and extending the assortment to cosmetics, food
upplements and other health and wellbeing products. Differences
etween pharmacies in terms of operating profit has grown within
ifferent turnover groups during the recent years, and particularly,
he operations of the smallest pharmacies require precise financial
lanning [28].

Our study indicates that product sales orientation and health
ervices orientation of the pharmacy are not separated, but com-
lement each other. Thus, the same pharmacy can simultaneously
mphasize both active product marketing and health-oriented ser-
ices in their strategy. A more detailed content of each pharmacy’s
trategy was not investigated in this study, and neither was the
harmacy owners’ motives for their strategic decisions. Previous
vidence on the strategic planning at the individual pharmacy level
as scarce, which is surprising if we think about how crucial it is

or community pharmacies’ finances and their societal function.
urther research is needed to understand the influence of strate-
ic planning on pharmacies’ service provision and quality, as well
s efficiency and cost management. Future research should also

dentify factors associated to the health care orientation and active
roduct marketing orientation of community pharmacies. Like-
ise, the content of the strategy and its influence on performance

hould be explored more in detail.
 / Health Policy 123 (2019) 462–467

The response rate of this national survey was  rather low (34%).
These results can be considered as indicative since the nationwide
number of responses was 198 out of 581 pharmacy owners. The
geographic location and prescription volume of the respondents’
pharmacies accurately represent all pharmacies in Finland. The
response rate of this study can be considered as a typical response
rate for email surveys targeted to community pharmacists and
pharmacy owners [29]. However, it is possible that pharmacy own-
ers interested in strategy work and service development have been
more active to respond than others. It is difficult to compare the
results of this survey with international studies as pharmacy sys-
tems and their operational contexts vary by country. In contrast,
few similar strategic surveys have been previously published.

Since the work was carried out in 2013, the political focus
has shifted towards health services orientation along with the
ongoing social and health services reform. As part of the current
government program, the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health
established a rational pharmacotherapy action plan 2018–2022
[3,30,31]. According to the action plan, community pharmacy ser-
vices are expected to be better integrated into health care system
to enhance coordination of medication management. Pharmacy
owners’ association has been proactively involved in policy mak-
ing and supports the plans towards health care service orientation
of community pharmacies. However, the economic uncertainty of
community pharmacies is still an unresolved issue [28].

5. Conclusions

Private community pharmacy owners’ strategic vision by 2020
concerning health service orientation was  the same regardless of
having a strategy or not, but the product marketing orientation
was influenced by having a strategy. Of the characteristics of the
pharmacy owner and the pharmacy, only the owner’s career length
being longer than 10 years, pharmacy being located in the city or
commercial center and the annual prescription volume being more
than 100,000 were positively associated to strategy work.
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