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Introduction 
 

Technology has prompted drastic changes in the marketing world over the past decade, and pharmaceutical 

marketing has not been excluded from this evolution. Faced with shifting consumer and physician media 

preferences and shrinking budgets - what is a smart pharmaceutical marketer to do? The task is best summed 

up by the words of English naturalist Charles Darwin, ñIt is not the strongest of the species that survives, nor the 

most intelligent that survives. It is the one that is the most adaptable to change.ò So change you must. The 

following paper overviews the latest consumer and physician digital health trends, explores digital marketing 

examples, and shares helpful resources for staying up-to-date on the latest digital pharma news and 

information.  

 
 
 

Digital Health Trends 
 
Physician Market Trends 
 

The first, and still the most prevalent, pharmaceutical drug promotions were aimed at the gatekeepers of the 

prescription pad - physicians. Traditionally, pharmaceutical companies have deployed sales reps armed with 

product information and freebies to promote products to doctors. But technology trends and changing media 

preferences are forcing pharmaceutical companies to reassess how they reach and build relationships with 

physicians.  

 

In the past, doctors were limited to offline materials like journals and 

references for accessing medical information and news. But those 

days are long gone, and with just a click of a mouse or touch of a 

screen, physicians have access to all of the resources they need to 

stay abreast of the latest knowledge in the field. Internet-savvy 

physicians are no longer an emerging group ï this market is at a 

saturation point, as nearly all physicians are online for professional purposes weekly or more. In fact, the 

average physician now spends a full work day (eight hours) per week using the Internet for professional 

reasons, a substantial jump from only 2.5 hours in 2002. The trend of shifting to digital channels is expected to 

continue, with physicians reporting that they expect to increase their use of online resources in the near future. 

Professional content that have been feeling ñthe shiftò the most are clinical textbooks/references, journals, 

conferences, news, and continuing medical education (CME). 

 

Internet-savvy physicians are 

no longer an emerging group 

ï nearly all physicians are 

online for professional 

purposes weekly or more. 
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Mobile technology has played a significant role in increasing physiciansô dependency on online resources ï 

64% of doctors own smartphones and are using them to supplement their desk or laptop computer usage to be 

ñalways on.ò Also, mobile devices help physicians to access clinical resources at multiple points throughout 

their day, even to at the point of care. Currently, physicians prefer to conduct easy tasks such as information-

checking on mobile devices, while leaving more complex activities like CME for completion on their PCs. But as 

mobile browsing capabilities improve, physicians will start to use smartphones for more advanced activities 

than just reference purposes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Physician engagement in Web 2.0 has been one of the hottest topics over the past few years. As a group, 

physicians have acclimated themselves to advanced online activities, such as watching streaming video and 

listening to podcasts, at a much faster rate than consumers. Doctors are also catching the social media fever. 

Many are collaborating in online communities designed specifically for healthcare professionals; participation in 

these networks doubled between 2008 and 2009. 

 

Just as the professional channel mix is evolving, so is the traditional physician-sales rep relationship. 

Physicians are no longer limited to in-person details for information and updates on pharmaceutical products, 

but can easily seek out this type of information at any time via the Internet. In light of this, pharmaceutical 

companies are offering physicians online customer services such as customer service portals, live video reps, 

interactive detailing, and e-sampling. Sales reps are also ñdigitalizingò their in-person visits with tools such as 

tablet PCs. 
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Consumer Market Trends 
 

Unlike physician marketing, DTC advertising in the U.S. is a fairly recent development, only just about to reach 

the quarter-century club. And the DTC advertisements that we know today have only cropped up in just over 

the past decade, after the FDA amended its legislation on the amount of risk information required for drug 

companies to append to promotional material. Similar to the physician market, an emerging breed of eHealth 

consumers ï those using digital sources for health ï is transforming direct-to-consumer (DTC) marketing.  

 

Like in the case of the physician market, the consumer channels mix 

has been shifting significantly towards digital over the past decade. 

An ever-increasing plenitude of media sources has ultimately given 

individuals the upper hand in controlling their information 

consumption, lessening advertisersô ability to reach a concentrated 

consumer mass through any one channel. Television, magazines, and newspapers no longer dominate the 

news and entertainment world as they once did. In fact, less than half of U.S. adults report to watch all of their 

television programs live on their TV set, indicating the growing popularity of DVR, online video, and other 

alternative viewing channels. 

 

Following suit with the overall consumer channel shift, individuals of all ages are turning to the Internet as tool 

to empower healthcare decisions. This eHealth consumer market is not yet at the point of saturation, but still is 

a substantial 60% of the U.S. adult population. Health 2.0 is one of the hottest areas of online health. Over 60 

million U.S. adults consume or contribute health-related social media content, such as blogs, message boards, 

chat rooms, online patient support groups and other networks. Patient online rating and reviewing of doctors, 

health insurance plans, hospitals, and prescription drugs is one of the fasting growing Health 2.0 activities - and 

is helping consumers to compare experiences and become more empowered in their personal healthcare 

decisions. 

 

Consumers have not reached the same adoption levels as physicians when it comes to smartphones and 

advanced mobile technologies beyond just the cell phone. But an early adopter group of mHealth (mobile 

health) consumers is emerging, as already over 10 million consumers use mobile devices for health and 

medical purposes. The mHealth trend has been largely driven by a plethora of new health-related iPhone 

applications, ranging from weight loss trackers to diabetes management tools to medication dosage references. 

 

Less than half of U.S. adults 

report to watch all of their 

television programs live on their 

TV set. 
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Beyond just looking up general health resources, 100 million consumers are online specifically for 

pharmaceutical or prescription drug information. Individuals obtain this information from a variety of sources, 

including blogs, insurance sites, general health portals, government sites, Wikipedia, online communities, and 

of course the corporate and brand sites of the product makers themselves.  

 

 

Online health and pharma digital trends are leading to better informed, more empowered patients, and are 

impacting physician-patient interactions. Virtually all U.S. physicians report that at least some of their patients 

bring health information they found online to an appointment, and more than two-thirds of physicians believe 

that this trend is a good thing. Additionally, the majority of physicians report they spend more time with a patient 

as a result of the information they brought in to discuss. Traditional doctor-to-patient lectures are giving way to 

two-way conversations between physicians and informed eHealth Consumers. 
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ePharma Marketing Strategies 
 
Physician eMarketing Life Cycle 
 

Reach 

 

With sales rep access to physicians becoming increasingly narrower and the physician channel mix more 

complex than ever, reach is one of the most challenging stages of the physician marketing life cycle for 

marketers. Many are including more interactive advertising in the marketing mix as a way to reach physician 

audiences, ranging from online display ads to e-newsletter sponsorships to paid search ads and more. 

 

   Action Items 
 

o Re-evaluate your promotional mix to ensure that promotional efforts take into account the physician 

shift toward digital channels. Online journals, virtual conferences, physician social networks, and 

other professional online sources provide marketing opportunities to reach physicians through 

alternate channels. 
 

o Donôt forget about search marketing for physicians. Physicians rely heavily on search engines when 

researching medical and pharmaceutical information online, with Google being the most popular 

engine among this group. Enact paid search and search engine optimization strategies to drive 

physician visitors to customer service portals. 

 

 
 

 
 

 

Novo Nordisk promotes its 
CSP with paid search.  
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Acquisition 

 

Though gaining the attention of a target physician audience is a great thing, the next step is actually prompting 

them to take action. Driving physicians to a customer service portal (CSP) or product website for more 

information is a great way to ensure that interested parties are taking the next step towards conversion. These 

sites in a way serve as the hub of the physician marketing strategy, aggregating all of the brand components 

and information that canôt be communicated through just an advertisement. 

 

   Action Items 
 

o No two physicians are alike, so media preferences vary greatly. Ensure that website content for 

healthcare professionals is available in a variety of formats, as some visitors prefer to digest 

information via text, while others prefer video or audio. 
 

o Understand the online tools and content desired by physicians interacting with your brand. For 

example, disease-specific information, electronic sampling and professional education resources 

are just a few of the features physicians desire to access on customer service portals. 

 

o Educate reps about physician site features and encourage them to promote it during details so 

physicians can go online to access additional product information, KOL webinars, and brand 

content. 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

MerckMedicus offers resources 
in a variety of formats, including 
PDA tools, interactive 3D 
images, clinical podcasts and 
much more. 
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Conversion 

 

Conversion is one of the main indicators of the success of a marketing program ï the tactics put in place were 

effective in leading an individual to complete a desired brand goal. For physicians, perhaps the most obvious 

conversion is writing a script, but can also pertain to other favorable actions such as ordering a sample or 

recommending the product website to a patient. The main point to keep in mind is making sure that site content 

and features are intuitive and compelling for taking desired actions. 

 

   Action Items 
 

o Provide useful patient education materials, resources and prescription assistance program 

information on customer service portals to encourage physicians to use your brandôs support tools 

when interacting with consumers at the point of care. 
 

o Physicians want to access information, including your brandôs content, on their own terms, at their 

own convenience. Make sure that physicians are able to convert without having to go through a 

sales rep, for example by offering e-sampling capabilities on a service portal. 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Agencies like Physicians 
Interactive offer direct-to-HCP 
marketing solutions, such as e-
sampling and e-detailing, to 
promote physician brand 
engagement beyond face-to-
face sales rep meetings.  
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Retention/Loyalty 

 

Even after a physician converts, a pharmaceutical marketerôs job is still not complete. Now the focus is on 

keeping the physician satisfied enough to grow a relationship with the brand and become a repeat customer. 

Pharmaceutical customer service portals are intended to ñkeep them coming back for more,ò so to speak, but 

studies show that the retention rates for these websites are much, much lower than for prominent non-

manufacturer professional sites like WebMDôs Medscape. CSPs must feature useful, relevant, and up-to-date 

content and tools, and provide easy access to company reps for product questions, if pharmaceutical marketers 

want to foster physician loyalty. 

 

   Action Items 
 

o Remember that physicians are consumers too and need customer support in order to build loyalty 

to the brand. Some pharmaceutical companies are beginning to offer live video detailing and online 

customer service reps to give physicians access to product information and support from at any 

time from the convenience of their computer. 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Merck offers physicians access to 
company representatives through 
Merck OnCall®.  
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Consumer eMarketing Life Cycle 
 

Reach 

 

DTC advertising was still in its adolescence when the usual way of doing things began to change due to 

emerging technologies and new media. Television, print and radio ads become less effective as the consumer 

media mix continues to fragment. Additionally, the mass media tactics that were once successful in raising 

awareness of blockbuster drugs arenôt as efficient as the industry shifts focus to niche therapies. So while 

offline DTC advertising still dominates, itôs important for pharmaceutical marketers to keep up with consumersô 

evolving media preferences. 

 

   Action Items 
 

o Search is still a major consumer driver to online health and pharmaceutical content ï consumers 

start with search engines two-thirds of the time when looking for health information online.  Look 

into expanding brand sites with keyword-rich content on topics relevant to target condition group; 

explore paid search opportunities and alternative options for getting content out on the web through 

social media strategies. 
 

o The traditional concept of commercials is reinventing itself. Since less than half of consumers are 

watching all of their television programming live on TV sets, online video sponsorship or DVR-based 

advertising may be viable options for brands. Many consumers have indicated that they are 

receptive to this type of advertising since they are getting the content for free, and ads provide 

opportunities to lead targets to additional brand engagement, such as driving them to a website for 

more info or even having them play an interactive game within the ad. 

 
 

 

 

Streaming video content offers a highy-engaged 
environment for reaching targeted consumers.  
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Acquistion 

 

As with physicians, a product website can also serve as the hub of a consumer marketing strategy, extending 

the brand experience that beyond just an ad impression.  Additionally, consumers who visit product sites are 

nearly three times more likely than the average U.S. adult to request prescriptions by name from their doctors. 

The standard side effect and condition information are the most common types of information sought out by 

visitors, but features that enhance the brand experience, such as personal videos, an online community and 

interactive quizzes, can help sites stand out from the crowd. 

 

   Action Items 
 

o Feature clear call to actions and compelling offers in your display advertising. For example, almost 

40 million U.S. adults didnôt fill a prescription drug last year because of cost, so a paid search ad 

that promotes free trials or coupons can help lead consumers down the path to conversion. 
 

o When driving consumers to a brand site, make sure to follow through on any promises made to get 

them there. Bait-and-switch tactics, such as promoting an offer on a banner ad and not mentioning 

it on the landing page will more likely gain you a brand antagonist instead of a new customer. 
 

o Understand your target audience. Therapeutic profile significantly influences oneôs online health 

activities, behavior and desires. A web strategy that proves successful for one brand may not 

resonate at all with anotherôs audience. Marketers should utilize market data and analysis to gain 

actionable knowledge of their therapeutic categoryôs preferred media mix and health resources. 

 

 

 

 

VyvanseÊôs paid search ad features 
a compelling offer and leads those 
who click thru to a website featuring 
a call out button for the offer. They 
could have even shortened the 
conversion funnel by leading visitors 
directly to the enrollment form. 
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Conversion 

 

Converting consumers in the pharmaceutical world is a much more indirect process than in other industries, as 

the physician controls the ultimate product choice. Still, individuals are now researching health and prescription 

drug information online and are visiting the doctor armed with much more knowledge than in the past, and with 

more influence over eventual treatment decisions. Visitor conversions can range from asking the doctor for the 

drug by name to downloading patient education materials and trial offers. 

 

   Action Items 
 

o Metrics should dictate your brand conversion strategy - establish a measurement and optimization 

cycle. Testing and tweaking website components, such as the number of fields in a form or 

placement of a free trial offer, can significantly improve conversion rates. 
 

o The path to conversion should be a clear and intuitive process for consumers. If one of your brand 

goals is to have website visitors download a ñQuestions to Ask Your Doctorò worksheet, promote it 

throughout the site and make it apparent to consumers to follow through with the desired action. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

Crestor.com features 
prominent call to actions on 
most of its web pages, not just 
on the homepage. Itôs 
important to make desired 
actions intuitive for consumers 
throughout the site, especially 
since search engines will drop 
visitors off at any given landing 
page that appears in search 
engine results. 



How Digital is Shaping the Future of Pharmaceutical Marketing 

 

Copyright© 2009 Å Manhattan Research, LLC                               Page 14                 t: 1.888.680.0800 

All rights reserved                                                                           e: sales@manhattanresearch.com          
www.manhattanresearch.com 

 

Retention/Loyalty 

 

Consumer retention and loyalty is an interesting point to ponder for pharmaceutical marketers, since unlike 

other products like cars or soft drinks, patients for the most part would rather not be on medication if they didnôt 

have to be. But online tools, loyalty programs and support communities can help consumers stay compliant and 

have a positive brand experience. 

 

   Action Items 
 

o Over three quarters of consumers online for pharmaceutical information report that they ñexpectò 

online customer service from drug companies. Look to other industries as examples of how 

pharmaceutical companies can evolve in the age of on-demand customer service. Companies in 

areas like banking, hospitality and consumer packaged goods offer multiple customer service touch 

points through websites, email, text messaging, message boards, blogs, and micro blogs to meet 

the communication preferences of todayôs consumers. The pharmaceutical industry is being called 

on to provide comprehensive healthcare solutions rather than just pills, so companies must 

enhance their customer service models. 
 

o Social media can be a customer service enabler. Companies monitor blogs, message boards and 

Twitter to seek problems and questions before they are even reported to the company itself.  
 
 

 

 
 

 

Crohnôs & Me, UCBôs unbranded site for Cimzia, is a 
network supporting Crohnôs disease patients. The 
approachable design, informative tools and community 
resources aim to keep visitors coming back to the site. 


