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Back to the Future: Pharma and HCP Engagement Post-Pandemic

Throughout history, there have been cataclysmic events that forever 
changed standard operating procedures. In our lifetime, perhaps 
the single most defining moment was the September 11 attacks.

Until the pandemic.
We don’t yet know, societally, what the long-term effects will 

be. Doctors believe we will never shake hands again. InCrowd, 
which has conducted monthly studies on the impact of COVID-19, 
found that two-thirds of physicians believe wearing masks, social 
distancing and the need for improved hygiene are going to be 
part of our lives until there’s a vaccine, which they expect to be 
available August 2021.

In the business world, COVID-19 has accelerated trends that 
were already brewing. Even as little as six months ago, no one could 
have imagined that working from home would become the norm 
for so many of us. And having adapted to this new virtual model, 
admittedly with bumps and bruises along the way, many compa-
nies are not in any hurry to have their staff return to the office.

In our neck of the woods, COVID-19 is a catalyst that is forcing 
pharma to ramp up practices it was slow to fully adopt.

While there will certainly continue to be innovations, most of 
the technology was already in place. What was missing was the 
will to actually implement it, pull it together, have it driven by an 
overarching strategy. And not only adopt the technologies, but adopt 
the thinking inside the company, the process and approach to it.

The sooner that pharma can mentally get to what the new normal 
looks like, the faster it can access the paths to tap into the ways of 
physician engagement and patient intervention.

But, as noted by Meghan Oates-Zalesky, InCrowd SVP of mar-
keting, “just being members of the society and of a community, 
we want to cling to what was, to get back there. But from what 
we’re seeing we’re never going to be completely there again, to 
what we thought of as normal.”

We got this.

Stay safe, friends.
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survey showed that many physicians will con-
tinue to embrace telehealth post-pandemic, 
with 77% of frontline-treating physicians 
anticipating its continued use when possible 
in the future; 50% believe they will continue 
efforts to limit exposure within their facilities 
for patients and healthcare professionals.

 Pharma marketers can use this data to 
strategize how they are going to optimize 
the patient experience, whether that patient 
is engaging with the provider via telehealth 
or in the exam room, says Meghan Oates- 
Zalesky, InCrowd SVP of marketing. This new 
model provides “an opportunity for marketers 
to envision how they can be top of mind to 
physicians moving forward,” she adds.

 Speaking of not going into the physician’s 
office, the strong field force that was always 
the cornerstone brand strategy for drug man-
ufacturers may go the way of the dinosaur. 

C OVID-19 is a catalyst to pharma’s digital transformation. 
For starters, there is the meteoric rise of telehealth, bolstered 
by the Department of Federal Health and Human Service’s 

embrace of the practice with grants and programs, an easing of HIPAA 
rules, and new protocols that allow for payer reimbursement.

  “Patients love it,” says David Ormesher, CEO of digital marketing 
agency Closerlook. “Physicians love it when the technology works, 
and they love the fact that now, finally, insurance is willing to pay 
for it and they are paid the same whether it’s in office or telehealth. 
Besides the convenience, it’s also more efficient, allowing doctors to 
see more patients.” 

 Telehealth has also, surprisingly, increased intimacy between doctors 
and their patients. Doctors can see into the homes and sometimes even 
into the medicine cabinets of their patients.

 The expectation post-pandemic is for providers and their patients 
to adopt a hybrid model. While in-person office visits will remain the 
norm for annual physicals, diagnosing new ailments, oncology treatment, 
counseling and new patient starts, telemedicine may become the stan-
dard operating procedure for routine follow-ups or medication review.

 InCrowd has been surveying frontline physicians monthly. Its April 
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  Consumer retailers and e-commerce sites 
employ a strong customer support function if 
they are selling a complex product or service. 
Digital reps will evolve to become this kind 
of online support through the use of video or 
online chat platforms. Doctors can turn to the 
reps for questions about products, to request 
samples or to access financial resources for 
their patients.

 “The ultimate role for sales reps is not going 
to be a quick stop by for just a quick reminder 
with an office manager, it’s really going to be in 
the service of providing information on a new 
indication or product rollout,” says Ormesher. 
“That’s when physicians justifiably want the 
new information. They want to learn about 
the action mechanism of disease, they want 
to be educated. “

DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION
Pharma needs to become much more facile 
in using digital, says Ormesher. “When I use 
the word digital, I’m not just talking about 
sending emails or buying Google AdWords. 
Digital is really a different way of thinking and 
engaging. It’s recognizing the roles played by 
digital communication, but also digital tools, 
methods of learning and information gather-
ing, personalized pull-and-push tactics, the 
right time and place for content consumption.Sales reps are not expected to be welcomed to offices any time soon. 

Certainly not until states move to phase five and/or when there’s a 
vaccine and a need to wear masks or practicing social distancing.

  With doctors not seeing as many patients in the office, a rep coming 
into the office and sitting in the waiting room displacing a patient is not 
a good look. “Can you imagine a patient looking over and seeing a sales 
rep wondering what office that rep just came from?” poses Ormesher.  
“How does the patient know they’re not bringing the virus into the 
doctor’s office? So that’s not going to be acceptable to physicians, office 
personnel or patients anytime soon.”

However, pharma has long relied on its sales reps to spread the word 
about a product launch, and doctors have traditionally depended on 
those reps to share information on the availability of new treatments. 

In its latest study tracking COVID-19 frontline physicians, InCrowd 
found only 34% said they would meet with pharma reps before 2021.

 What is replacing the sales rep as an information resource? Soon 
after the virus hit and the country went into lockdown, a Healthcasts 
study revealed that more than three-quarters of doctors said they have 
increased their use of digital resources during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and 47% are turning to online research to replace information they 
had previously received from a field rep.

 “Pharma needs to recognize that this is a real sea change,” says 
Ormesher. “And to embrace this as a gift to get their company on a 
digital platform, which they should have done two, three years ago.”

“Pharma needs to 
recognize that this is a 
real sea change. And to 
embrace this as a gift 
to get their company 
on a digital platform, 
which they should have 
done two, three 
years ago.”
DAVID ORMESHER
CLOSERLOOK
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 Providers are going to be even more pressed for time 
as they adjust to this new hybrid care model of in-office 
and virtual. They’re going to need new digital patient 
education tools, new point-of-care materials that inte-
grate seamlessly into a digital platform. They’re going 
to need new digital therapy onboarding tools for when 
they use telehealth.

 This will require a different approach to how pharma 
and their agency partners develop, approve, launch, track 
and optimize content.  “That whole process of developing 
content had a certain slow pondering cadence to what 
was business as usual,” says Ormesher. “Now that we’re 
moving to more personalized non-personal promotion, 
there are different expectations from HCPs and patients. 
Both are looking for current content, personalized  
content that’s responsive to their needs. And that means 
an acceleration of the content development process, re-
quiring a new level of speed and agility that comes with 
digital transformation.”

 To get to the level of true engagement, pharma needs to 
take a page from the playbook of savvy and sophisticated 
communicators such as those found in retail — which 
means leveraging advanced analytics and digital technol-
ogies to help brand teams identify the right HCPs and 

“Pharma wants to ensure they 
make it a good experience for the 
provider, not a clunky one, so the 
provider will keep prescribing their 
product. Digital is the way to make 
it as seamless as possible.”

“We talk a lot about it, but there’s more that we could 
get out of big data that exists in healthcare. We can be 

proactive versus reactive, and then implement highly 
personalized messaging, targeting our engagement.”

patients for the therapies, and build personalized content 
around analytic-driven insights into what they need.

 “This role of AI and data algorithms to identify high 
potential non-prescribers and recommend the right 
kinds of messages to them is beginning to happen,” 
says Ormesher.

 The next layer of engagement is going to be with some 
of the allied fields such as phy-
sician assistants, who are now 
taking on the additional job 
of helping to onboard patients 
through telehealth. Pharma 
marketers will be looking at 
the kinds of digital tools, digital 
patient education and patient 
services information needed to 
support patients when they’re 
onboarding into therapy.

 AssistRx’s solution is iAssist, 
an integrated access platform 
that is designed to streamline 
patient onboarding for specialty 

therapy, in the quest to reduce therapy delays and enable 
patient adherence. Ten years ago, AssistRx created an 
e-prescribing tool which has evolved into a comprehen-
sive platform, allowing through multiple data sources to 
integrate with financial assistance and copay assistance, 
as well as record patients’ HIPAA consent or opt them 
in to engaging with the brand, and even virtual nursing 
services. It gives HCPs visibility in their patients’ journeys, 
from when the therapy is prescribed to when it is accessed.
 One of the key elements of its platform is e-support 

tools, which are needed for real-time support for the 
patient — but are also designed to help alleviate stress 
for the provider.

 “Pharma is looking at how it can engage a provider,” 
says AssistRx cofounder and chief commercial officer 
Edward Hensley. “The companies want to ensure they 
make it a good experience for the provider, not a clunky 

EDWARD HENSLEY
ASSISTRX

ANDREA HESLIN SMILEY
VMS BIOMARKETING
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Asking what hasn’t changed is just as important 
as asking what has. We talk a lot about COVID-19 
driving healthcare innovation to solve new chal-
lenges but the pandemic has also spotlighted 
the importance of simplicity in solving existing 
problems and brought the differences across U.S. 
health systems into better focus. 

Remembering that providers are still facing 
traditional needs amidst a very untraditional time 
in healthcare has enabled us to appreciate the big 
impact even micro adjustments to our solutions 
and engagement tactics can make. We know that 
providers across our hospital network are managing 
COVID-19 in different ways, and this knowledge 
has allowed us to ask the right questions and meet 
specific customer needs more effectively.

We’ve gone beyond COVID-19 content develop-
ment to provide patients in isolation with tablets 
that connect them with their providers and loved 
ones, adapt our digital platform to replace in-per-
son hospital education classes and share mental 
health and stress reduction tools.

one, so [that] the provider will keep prescribing their products. 
Digital is the way to make it as seamless as possible.”

 The challenge of patient adherence has been at an all-time 
high during the pandemic, due to patient fear and uncertainty, 
the abundance of misinformation and information, and reduced 
HCP access. The confluence of those issues put patients at 
greater risks, said VMS BioMarketing president and CEO, 
Andrea Heslin Smiley.  

 During the pandemic “people need more support, more 
care, more touchpoints,” she says.

 According to an InCrowd recent study, one in four patients 
is afraid to leave his or her home during the pandemic due to 
worry over getting sick. Forty-six percent report their levels of 
depression have risen; 43% shared that depression has impeded 
their health.

 A recent Samueli Integrative Health Programs – Harris Poll 
study on the mental, social, emotional and physical effects of 
the quarantine and social distancing found equally distressing 
behaviors: 55% reported being scared to get healthcare during 
the pandemic; 45% of all U.S. adults reported that they failed 
to get preventive healthcare during the pandemic.

 To ensure patient adherence, “pharma marketers will need 
to identify solution providers who can help them drive better 
patient outcomes by using evidence-based approaches to be-
havior change,” says Smiley.

 Innovative techniques such as predictive modeling, Natural 
Language Processing, AI and machine learning allow pharma 
to personalize patient engagement, toward better intervention. 
“We have some utilization of AI and machine learning.,” says 
Smiley. “We talk a lot about it, but there’s more that we could 
get out of big data that exists in healthcare. We can be proac-
tive versus reactive, and then implement highly personalized 
messaging, targeting our engagement.”

  To that end, VMS BioMarketing continues to invest in its 
measurement capabilities, to monitor the impact of its programs 
and to demonstrate its efforts are driving better patient outcomes, 
using early indicators such as persistence and compliance to 
diminish first prescription abandonment.

 But, says Smiley, the lack of interoperability between different 
platforms remains a barrier to being able to take full advantage 
of the technology slate. “There are so many players involved 
in the patient journey,” says Smiley. “The more we can do to 
ease the sharing mechanism, the more effectively we can create 
a holistic patient experience and a sustained coordination and 
understanding of all that is going on with the patient, so that as 
an industry we can shift our thinking away from activity-based 
metrics to outcomes-based metrics.”

STEPHANIE WINANS
President, point of care 
and consumer health,
The Wellness Network

‘WHAT WAS  
THE MOST IMPORTANT 
LESSON LEARNED  
AS YOU NAVIGATED  
THE ART OF  
ENGAGEMENT DURING 
THIS CRISIS?’
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THANK YOU!
Thank you to all the healthcare professionals fighting the COVID-19 pandemic.  

We are grateful for your dedication, now and always.

DEEPLY INFORMED. TRUSTED TO DELIVER.

VISIT WWW.THEKINETIXGROUP.COM/TYPE-RESOURCE/ COVID-19-INSIGHTS  TO ACCESS TKG’S EXCLUSIVE CARE 
DELIVERY INSIGHTS AND TO LEARN MORE ABOUT HOW YOU CAN SUPPORT OUR FRONTLINE WORKERS.

TKG has had the privilege of partnering with healthcare professionals  
for 20 years to help our clients advance care and improve the lives of patients.
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DONNA MURPHY: Any company that had a physical engagement 
strategy has had to completely retool its business plans for 
2020, and perhaps beyond. Without question, many health 
companies in the past have depended on conferences and 
individual sales details to communicate with HCPs. Based 
on the changing landscape before COVID-19, our team had 
already been sourcing new virtual engagement methods and 
tech solutions to reach both HCPs and patient communities. 
Upon the COVID-19 impact, we mobilized a central task force 
that expedited the revision of plans and partnerships with the 
globe’s leaders in virtual engagement across our entire client 
base. We’re experiencing one of the most profound digital 
migrations of our time, and it’s an exciting time to find new 
ways of operating that will impact the health and wellness 
categories indefinitely.

ED WISE: We’re already deep into multichannel/non-personal, 
so COVID’s pivot to digital has actually replaced any reductions. 
NPP has always meant non-personal promotion, but our goal 
is to make it very personal — just not delivered live. We’ve 
made this easier for our agencies by simplifying access to 
Insights 360 (our HCP database), so they can create virtual, 
one-to-one promotion that’s informed and insightful. We’re 
even developing a product that enables reps to do this, turning 
them into “micro-marketers.” That’s the future: a data-driven, 
personal/virtual hybrid.

Q1. Q2.

NETWORK LEADERS REIMAGINE  
BRANDS’ POST-COVID FUTURE

AS CLIENTS HAVE CUT MARKETING BUDGETS,  WHERE 
HAVE AGENCIES UNDER YOUR PURVIEW FELT THE 
GREATEST IMPACT ON THEIR BUSINESS, AND WHAT 
HAVE YOU DONE TO MITIGATE ANY FALLOUT?

DONNA MURPHY
GLOBAL CEO,  
HAVAS HEALTH & YOU

ED WISE
CEO, OMNICOM  
HEALTH GROUP

WHERE DO YOU EXPECT THE BIGGEST POST-COVID 
CHANGES TO THE HEALTHCARE LANDSCAPE, AND 
WHAT SHOULD BIOPHARMA MARKETERS WATCH 
OUT FOR AS WE EMERGE FROM THIS CRISIS?

MIKE HUDNALL
GLOBAL HEAD, WPP HEALTH 
PRACTICE

ALEXANDRA VON PLATO
CEO, PUBLICIS HEALTH

HELENE YAN
CHIEF CLIENT OFFICER,  
HEALTH, INTERPUBLIC GROUP

MIKE HUDNALL: There is no question that COVID-19 will have a 
lasting change on the healthcare landscape.  We’re advising our 
biopharma marketing clients to visibly help solve the crisis and 
meet the needs of their patients and physicians now while also 
looking ahead to a “new normal” when we emerge. It will require 
a focus on key priorities like supporting significantly increased 
usage of telemedicine, ensuring patients and communities 
have proper access to the medicines and treatments they 
need, pursuing new collaborations and partnerships across the 
health industry and accelerating technology transformation and 
innovation plans.

ALEXANDRA VON PLATO: COVID-19 has accelerated HCPs 
and patients’ facility and comfortability with digital platforms. 
While patients eventually will return to more face-to-face 
interactions with their HCPs, telemedicine has proven to be 
incredibly scalable and effective, and in some cases, superior 
to the current clinical experiences for many patients and HCPs. 
While telemedicine won’t completely replace live office visits, 
it will enhance and supplement the doctor-patient relationship 
in many therapeutic areas, and biopharma marketers will need 
to understand how they can leverage digital platforms.

Additionally, the crisis also has shed light on the fundamental 
shift in the ways that HCPs are accessing and sharing informa-
tion. While we already knew that HCPs were using social media 
platforms — such as Twitter — to gather and share information, 
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For a more customized approach, HCPs are invited to engage with 
patient support content during daytime hours, while deeper con-
tent about various patient types and supporting clinical evidence 
are promoted outside office hours when they tend to have the 
time to engage in such information.

MIKE HUDNALL: The pandemic will shape our life and business 
experiences enormously. While solving the COVID-19 crisis 
must be our collective priority right now, there is no doubt 
that it is affecting significant and lasting change including 
compressing what would have been years of technology 
transformation into months. As the “new normal” takes shape, 
the life sciences companies that emerge stronger will be 
those that step up to take real action and are recognized by 
the world as the leaders that are helping to solve this crisis — 
including helping the world return to work. Also critical will be 
companies’ ability to accelerate their transformation agendas 
to better support patient centricity and access. I expect we will 
see the leaders in this space further leverage new partnerships 
and collaborations across the industry to inspire further change.

DONNA MURPHY: First and foremost, my utmost sympathy 
goes out to all of those personally impacted by COVID-19.  
There are families all around the world who have dealt with 
illness, lost loved ones and had profound financial loss. We 
have to continue to support one another and our greater 
communities as we look at a world that’s going through a very 
challenging time.

As a serial optimist, I’m always looking for what value we 
can draw, even from the most difficult of circumstances. 
I do see incredible advances in the speed of innovation and 
advances in technology, silos within the life sciences industry 
coming down, workforces looking at new ways of operating 
and a newfound respect and heroism for healthcare workers 
and pharma companies. I believe that long term, we’ll 

the revelation that crowdsourcing and social sharing has become 
the preferred means through which HCPs are communicating 
is undeniable.

HELENE YAN: As we prepare for a post-COVID future, it will 
be tempting to plan for things going back to “normal.” What 
we’ll really need to do is write a playbook for the next normal. 
This includes: Navigating the backlog of medical care that has 
been on pause due to delayed procedures, less preventive 
care, and decreased medication adherence during this crisis. 
Revisiting assumptions on the role and effectiveness of in-
person meetings and in-office promotion — especially as many 
physicians are focused now on the immediacy of keeping their 
practices afloat and ensuring staff safety, in addition to patient 
care. Supporting patient communities who are increasingly 
comfortable with sharing their health data and accessing health 
services via telemedicine platforms; and at the same time, may 
be facing economic hardship that can lead to reduced care and 
access to health insurance. In addition to economic impact, the 
patient experience will be impacted for a long time as patients 
have had to prioritize and/or put off managing their health 
in order to feel safe. We just launched YuzuYello, a patient 
services specialty practice, to address this — understanding 
and predicting what patients will need and expect, and 
supporting them to create strong relationships with brands for 
better health outcomes.

Q3. WHERE WILL THE LIFE SCIENCES INDUSTRY ITSELF 
TAKE ADVANTAGE OF THIS UNPRECEDENTED PERI-
OD TO IMPLEMENT REAL CHANGE?

remember this time as an unbelievable challenge, but also a 
time where our industry stepped to the forefront of consumer 
conversation, we adjusted the ways that we worked together 
and where health and wellness came forward as the world’s 
leading priority. 

ALEXANDRA VON PLATO: Real change is driven by embracing 
true patient-centricity, and that means treating patients like 
customers who have choices and who vote with their wallets. 
The COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the awareness and need 
for pricing transparency, valuing patient’s time and convenience, 
and truly understanding and embracing the engagement value 
chain — from L&D to LOE — in order to effectively improve 
patient experience and thereby demonstrating that better 
patient experience ultimately delivers greater health and 
business outcomes.

For life sciences, the key is recognizing the fundamental shift 
in healthcare marketing as advertising and sales to healthcare 
marketing as the means to realize patient engagement. When 
healthcare marketing embraces its role as facilitator of patient 
engagement, marketing becomes about outcomes.

ED WISE: Necessity is the mother of reinvention, and we hope 
one positive outcome will be the digital reinvention of how 
brands market. Even before the pandemic, rep and hospital 
access had been in decline. It’s forced many clients to jump into 
digital and virtual to engage with, support and sell to customers 
more deeply than ever. Ironically, this has been energizing for 
us as partners, because what were sometimes viewed as 
“innovation experiments” have now become necessary ways 
of marketing. And it’s forcing how we connect digitally to get 
even better.

HELENE YAN:  This crisis has forced a unique breakdown in our 
collective habits: many typical patterns, routines, and mindsets 
have been unlearned, and this presents the life sciences 
industry with a remarkable opportunity to reset — to encourage 
new behaviors that support greater access to health across a 
broader patient population. Taking advantage of this moment to 
fast-track the development of virtual and in-home patient care 
platforms; and accelerate adoption of digital health, remote 
diagnostics, home monitoring and home testing.
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HOW WILL PHARMA AND HCP ENGAGEMENT CHANGE POST COVID?

PARTNER PERSPECTIVE
STEPHANIE WINANS
President, point of care  
and consumer health,
The Wellness Network

Zoom happy hours had a moment. Working remote became the norm. Our 
kids’ education went digital. While every facet of our personal lives shifted 
in response to COVID-19, the real inflection point belongs to healthcare. 

With 44% of U.S. hospitals using our patient education and engagement 
solutions, we’ve launched products to solve acute problems and are 
reimagining the hospital of tomorrow. Customer interviews and utilization 
data reveal that what we’ve always known remains even truer during 
today’s COVID-19 crisis — workflow solutions that allow providers to 
educate patients in a way that saves time without compromising health 
outcomes or patient experience are crucial. Here are the top two principles 
we’re sharing with pharma partners on HCP engagement: 
1. Understanding how hospital workflow is and isn’t changing is key. 

We’ve learned from providers in our 2,300 hospitals that there is no 
“one size fits all.” Regional impact of COVID-19, hospital size and 
department all impact the degree to which workflow has changed. 
From tablets with provider-patient virtual interaction capability, 
customizable TV, a digital education platform and EMR integration 
for communication outside of the hospital to disposable print to drive 
utilization, we’re meeting HCP needs with a variety of solutions. Just 
as the pandemic requires creativity and flexibility, the post-COVID 
world will, too. 

2. While workflow is changing, the need to educate patients is not. 
Patients still have ordinary needs in the face of extraordinary 
circumstances. Chronic conditions need to be managed, babies are 
born and surgical recoveries must be achieved. As clinicians are 
strapped for time, acceptance of new solutions has accelerated. This 
will drive opportunity post-COVID as providers are more open-
minded to new ways of engagement than ever before. 

Today’s changing landscape brings immense opportunity to innovate 
without losing sight of evergreen truths that guide relationships between 
patients, providers and pharma.

Contact swinans@thewellnessnetwork.net or visit thewellnessnetwork.net 
for more information.
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