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Introduction 
The COVID-19 crisis is spurring a very particular type of change across 
healthcare. It’s immediate change, it’s urgent change, but most of all  
it’s change we already knew we needed to make. It’s change that once  
felt like it would be an eventual, down-the-road move but is suddenly 
essential business.   
 
For years, healthcare has been playing catch-up to retail and other industries, digitizing slowly 
but surely. But healthcare professionals are now virtualizing many of their engagements 
because they have no other choice. Perhaps it’s another way in which the pandemic is a  
great equalizer, but that doesn’t mean that everyone’s reacting on equal footing. With  
limited experience and on short timelines, brands are moving their field teams home, 
radically retooling while everything is on the line.   
 
Patients are adjusting, too, as they stay home, away from the experiences and tools designed 
for conventional visits to the doctor’s office. And physicians are treating patients differently—
with 59% of them, according to a recent Syneos Health study, implementing a telehealth 
program in direct response to COVID-19. And, with travel to conferences off the table, they’re 
also learning differently, connecting with peers and educational resources through telling 
new avenues.  
 
These unprecedented circumstances have led 75% of physicians to see a decrease in patient 
volume. So, doctors are available, and they’re looking for COVID-specific assurance, supply 
chain continuity, and all the support they can get. To that end, Syneos Health has designed 
four pivotal solutions. They’re not novel concepts or pilots. They’re proven solutions that we 
can pull forward at scale, as our industry experience more change in the next six months than 
was predicted for the next six years. Each of these pivots helps a brand keep up momentum 
during this crisis and thrive in the new future it’s already shaping.

421%

COVID-19 has accelerated HCP adoption of digital behaviors:

Increase in 
telehealth 

in a single month

790%
Increase in   

remote detailing 
 in just a few weeks 

19% 
Jump in logins   

to Sermo 
during the  

COVID crisis

5x
Bump in social   
engagement 
during virtual 
conferences 

Syneos Health, April 2020 Veeva Systems, March 2020 Sermo RTB, April 2020 American College of Cardiology, 
April 2020 



Pivot One: 
Optimize 1:1 Remote 
Engagement
Over the course of many years, field teams have cultivated deep 
understandings of practices, offering relevant support and tools 
to address a prescriber’s unmet needs. So, physicians often 
felt assured that a rep would provide precisely what’s needed 
even in the often-minute amount of time permitted by doctors’ 
burgeoning workloads. But all that changed in an instant. 
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Without warning, physicians are working in  
a brand-new reality, with novel constraints, 
needs, and burdens. Even the most entrenched 
field teams need new skills and new tools to  
be the new partners that doctors need. We can 
empower field teams to evolve alongside their 
HCPs by optimizing 1:1 remote engagement.

The Syneos Health approach starts with the 
essentials. Many field teams are now working 
remotely for the first time ever—and this can 
make home an unfamiliar place. Our quick-
start training has rapidly upskilled newly 
remote reps, affording them the new 
technology skills, new sales training, and  
new interpersonal facility that help make  
their virtual engagements as productive  
as their in-person ones. 

Comprehensive training programs  
can prepare our field teams to excel in  
this new environment. Using Veeva Engage  
and other platforms, we can observe and  
test for technological proficiency, and we 
leverage our “Rules of Virtual Engagement”  
to ensure reps are using these new platforms  
to maximize their interactions. Based on 
customer segment specificity and current 
prescribing adoption state, we can ensure  
that rep interactions stay targeted in this new 
environment.  Simple Detail+ tools can help 
ensure that a rep’s leave-behinds—which now 
call for wholly different creative strategy—are 
effective and can evolve based on feedback. 
 
Because providers have had to adapt 
immediately, they expect life sciences partners 
who are at least as flexible. They need access  
to industry expertise at all times. That’s where 
advanced engagement centers come in. 
Powered by call centers and an integrated, 
single-view CRM, they help ensure that 
practices—whenever needed—can get access 
to the right field-facing expert. These hubs 

amplify reps’ impact by supporting more 
specific questions from practices and  
patients, often calling on scientific, nurse and 
reimbursement experts to get needed intel, 
fast. By standing up innovative engagement 
centers, we have already helped one brand 
achieve 96% of its target HCP reach for 
portable diagnostic tools; for another brand, 
which had significant white space, we have 
helped generate demand for 550 virtual 
meetings with mid to high targets. 

Another newly virtual realm of doctors’ lives is 
their medical peer groups, and joining them 
has never been more important. Research 
continues to show that HCPs are spending 
more and more time in digital social circles, 
with 80% using social media in their practice  
of medicine. In fact, they spend an average  
of 180 minutes every week watching live  
video content for self-education, using their 
mobile devices to share their learned 
information more than ten times every 
workday. What emerges are influential circles 
that have grown even more robust during  
the pandemic, as travel to conferences and  
other live engagements is not an option. To 
embed yourself in these growing spheres of 
influence, we can identify newly prominent 
digital key opinion leaders and host live peer 
sessions and virtual ad boards. This way, we 
can create new physician relationships right 
away that are sustainable post-COVID-19. 

of HCPs use social 
media in their 
practice of medicine

80%

They share their 
learned information 
more than ten times 
every workday

10x



Pivot Two: 
Enhance Digital  
HCP Messaging
Already, COVID-19 has been a catalyst for change in how we think 
about reach and frequency. Having fewer face-to-face visits opens 
new opportunities to engage decision makers and influencers in 
other channels. An omni-channel plan can determine how to best 
combine media, self-service, 1:1 connections, and more into a single 
model that ensures reach, frequency and—above all—impact.
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With 89% of physicians saying it’s either important or very important to stay up to date on new 
product information during the pandemic, standing up programmatic media is critical to fulfilling 
that need. To make the best media buys, Syneos Health offers solutions that include HCP target 
lists, tracking across channels, 1:1 media delivery, and advanced analytics. Our fast-start launch 
takes as little as one week, with minimal burden on the client. The workflow is designed for speed 
to market—and efficiency: for one recent client, we reached 3,000 HCPs digitally over the course of 
one year for the same cost as one incremental face-to-face detail. 

The pandemic compels us to rethink access from the ground up. With a comprehensive 
omnichannel experience model, our approach to stakeholder engagement can evolve in real time. 
The diagram below illustrates how we can use mixed models, target lists, a range of marketing 
assets and direct digital moves to deliver the right-fit experience for doctors who need our support.  
 
As expectations for reach and frequency grow, Syneos Health knows that we’ll need to create 
more seamless experiences that heighten person-level relevance and ensure privacy. To that  
end, we don’t just design omnichannel models but also manage omnichannel deployment, offer 
competitive intelligence, and create cross-system navigators. Earlier this year, Syneos Health 
announced a strategic collaboration with Indegene Omnipresence, a leading innovator in the 
field. Our goal: contribute to continued verticalization for end-to-end healthcare experiences  
that unify business clouds and patient clouds in a modernized digital ecosystem.

Redeploy resources 
towards contact  
center engagements

Activate eDetailing and 
self-scheduling capability

Evaluate each 
channel’s 
contribution and 
optimize the mix  
to drive efficiency

Deploy Direct Digital (email, 1:1 display) 
to augment reach, drive brand 
familiarity through frequency,  
and brand knowledge through 
online HCP assets

Where patients around HCPs 
through geotargeted digital 
channels  to drive demand and 
initiate conversations with providers

Create a plan to 
maintain total reach  
and frequency  
targets by activating  
alternative channels.

Assess the impact of 
diminished access. 

Extend the list of targets  
to make up for lost reach  
and frequency:

1. In-territory, lower 
decile providers

2. White-space 
providers to engage 
with non-personal 
channels

COVID-19 Response Model

Current Model

Call  
Plan

Rep 
Details

eDetails

Contact 
Centers

Digital 
Direct

Integrated 
Analytics 

Patient 
Activators

HCP 
Assets
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In these new channels, what do we say?  
And how can we ensure that we’re saying  
it in a sensitive, nuanced way, to professionals 
weathering a crisis? Behavioral science–
infused messaging is a cornerstone of  
many of our offerings at Syneos Health,  
and it often shows us just how to answer  
these two questions. For example, a global 
pharma manufacturer wanted to increase  
the impact of its CRM system: engaging our 
behavioral scientists, we empowered them  
to use the psychology of self-regulation to 
better understand how people really behave  
in the context of healthcare. The resulting new 
content and experience reduced early web 
exits—by half. The current crisis is changing 
human reactions and relationships at their 
core, and behavioral science can show us  
what new kinds of support and connection  
will fill in the gaps. 

Behavioral science–based solutions help 
ensure that once HCPs are reached, they  
are motivated to act. To that end, our 
capabilities range from message mapping  
and motivation scoring through behavioral 
journeys, all the way to message writing. 
Versioning messages during the current 
moment can yield particularly significant 
results, given people’s heightened emotions 
and novel concerns. For instance, “Promoter” 
and “Preventer” refer to two archetypes of 
motivational styles in healthcare. The below 
matrix shows how we can quickly tailor key 
messages according to these two archetypes, 
to deliver the content most likely to motivate 
customers to action. 

Product X’s safety  
profile gives you  
more options in  

the future.

With product X,  
you can attain a  
better outcome.

Patients experience the 
additional benefit  
of fewer side effects  

with Product X.

Product X has a safety 
profile equivalent to  

that of Product Y.

Product X is effective  
at reducing  

re-hospitalizations.

Product X is shown to 
have few side effects.

Product X’s safety  
profile gives you  
peace of mind.

With Product X, 
 you can avoid  

a worse outcome.

Product X, has a  
proven track record  

of tolerability.

PreventerNeutralPromoter

Safety

Eff icacy

Tolerability



Pivot Three: 
Activate Digital Patient 
Engagement
Offering telehealth services used to make you an early adopter, but 
the exigencies of COVID-19 have—in a matter of days—made it a 
move of the late majority. Providers and patients alike are adopting 
telehealth rapidly. This doesn’t just change healthcare’s location.  
It revamps people’s expectations for what it means to feel safe.  
As life sciences leaders, we have the opportunity to use behavioral 
science and other resources to understand how people are 
responding to this new state of affairs. And we can create the 
simple tools and new interfaces that put them back in control.
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Doctors are moving to telehealth platforms 
quickly, and they highlight some good 
reasons for doing so, with 60% of physicians 
saying that they think it will improve access, 
according to a recent Syneos Health study. 
Piloting work on platforms such as Doxy, 
Teladoc, MD Live, Doctor on Demand, Epic, 
and sometimes Zoom, physicians recognize 
telehealth’s promise but feel that pharma  
isn’t keeping up. Together, we can help use 
custom research and virtual ad boards to 
create the content and capabilities, including 
collaborative browsing, that will support 
doctors through this time and beyond. 

In these uncertain times, patients need  
new levels of support. Digital tools such as 
chatbots and adherence reminders become 
even more significant now that patients  
are less likely to see doctors in person. We  
have seen extraordinary success through 
collaboratively creating such tools, and their 
impact will likely be even greater during and 
after COVID-19. Co-created with physicians, 
nurse educators, and patients, we helped 
bring to life a native chatbot app developed  
to support patients during their first three 
months on a new medication fora chronic 
disease. It’s been localized across North 
American and Europe, translated into six 
languages, and 40% of users continued to  
use the app after three months for reminders, 
dose logging, and more. Such apps can also 
help disseminate educational material and 
connect people with live support. 

Advance media targeting is another high-
yield practice that carries brand-new potential 
given the new pressure on our resources.  
Early signals can make all the difference when 
it comes to earning investment for patients. 
Data modeling can help to quickly refine 
segmenting and modeling to more efficiently 
reach patients in need. Two ways in which  
we can do this are adherence scoring and 
inverse targeting. In adherence scoring,  
we rank HCPs according to their average 
numbers of patient days on a given therapy, 
and these scores can help guide targeting  
and segmentation. And in inverse modeling, 
we can use micro-level demographic data to 
identify locations with higher patient densities 
and more activated HCPs.

With informative data models and an 
understanding of customers’ needs in the  
era of telehealth, we can then turn back to 
behavioral science to create uniquely tailored 
solutions. The current healthcare ecosystem  
is rife with friction, some functional, some 
emotional. We can uncover and address those 
pain points through a number of different 
tactics, including behavior workshops, friction 
mapping, mobile ethnography and data-
based journeys. 

Syneos Health built a detailed purchase 
journey for a respiratory brand—leveraging 
proven principles of behavioral science, we 
helped illuminate critical points of friction at 
each phase in a family’s healthcare journey 
within the relevant disease state. With this 
new knowledge, the brand could identify the 
highest-impact areas to invest in and engage. 
COVID-19 has upended many traditional 
customer journeys and laid them out quite 
differently. Mapping those new journeys  
now could mean the difference between 
connecting with your customer and having 
the current moment pull you farther away. 



Pivot Four: 
Fast-Start New  
Learning Plans
An effective evaluation plan looks different now. The speed of 
change—and the constant uncertainty within it—is likely to create 
false positives in some channels and false negatives in others. We 
need to build new plans that bring forward scalable learning, with 
each channel learning from the others in near-real time. On top of 
that, learning should be stakeholder-specific. That way, we can get 
even closer to delivering person-level relevance in every interaction. 

PIVOT PAST THE PANDEMIC
10

© 2020 Syneos Health®. All rights reserved.



PIVOT PAST THE PANDEMIC
11

© 2020 Syneos Health®. All rights reserved.

Brand investment, access and influence will  
be changing quickly in the days and weeks 
ahead. Accordingly, leaders need a clear  
view into competitive context. That’s exactly 
what you’ll find in AnswerSuite from Syneos 
Health. It provides an ongoing pulse on life in  
a given category, with regular intelligence on  
the competition’s promotional strategy and 
expenditures, by channel and by therapeutic 
area. From quantitative analysis of online 
promotions to detailed media spend, 
AnswerSuite reveals the new bar for making  
an impact.

Another critical new path to change emerges  
from mapping referral networks. As doctors 
feel increasingly overwhelmed in these 
unprecedented circumstances, they find 
themselves turning to one another. In this  
way, they forge strong new connections 
 that we can work to understand in detail  
and support. 

A journal study examined referral data and 
found that, more than 80% of the time, if  
two doctors share at least nine patients, they 
had an established professional relationship1. 
This is a rich insight, and we’ve activated it: 
using public and purchased data, Syneos 
Health uncovered a second tier of KOLs. These 
are doctors who have an outsized impact on 
peer decision-making but probably haven’t 
been engaged by big pharma before. And 
these referral relationships are rewired by the 
pandemic, identifying clear paths through 
which we can work to change behavior. 

Sometimes, even with an abundance of  
data, there isn’t a clear path forward. The 
COVID-19 crisis will create a wealth of data  
and experience gathered over an accelerated 
—and intense—period of time. This high 
density of new insights will yield a tremendous 
opportunity when we start returning to 
normal. This makes it incredibly valuable  
to build a Restart Playbook.

To quickly build a Restart Playbook  
customized to your learnings and your 
market, we use the trusted Syneos Health 
Think Bank process.  Think Bank is an agile 
way to answer complex questions about  
the future. It starts with a rapid learning cycle 
designed to quickly gather the experience  
of both experts and industries. We bring all 
the most actionable evidence and clues from  
that learning into a truly collaborative virtual 
workshop. One designed to not only build the 
best ideas, but foster and fuel the strongest 
alignment. We can do this by rigorously 
considering the following questions: 

•   What has proved to work in a more efficient  
     and effective way? 

•   How did providers, patients, and other  
     customers react?

•   What new, concrete opportunities  
     have arisen?

•   In light of the current moment, how can we  
     cultivate and socialize a deep understanding  
     of the true needs of our stakeholders?

•   What can we learn from how organizations  
     outside of healthcare are responding to  
     the crisis? 

 
These are just some of the questions which, 
considered deeply and cross-functionally,  
can start to illuminate important lessons 
and strategies to glean from the current 
moment. Think Bank’s structured exercises, 
cross-functional expertise, distilled research 
and more help guide the innovation so 
urgently needed right now.

1 ”Mapping Physician Networks with Self-Reported and Administrative Data.” 
Health Serv Res. 2011 Oct; 46(5): 1592–1609.
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CONCLUSION

As more and more geographies head into lockdown, many people  
are still struggling to understand how the crisis will impact their health, 
home lives, work lives, and those of their family and close friends. The result 
is psychological distress and cognitive overload. And at work, uncertainty 
and change will be magnified. When it comes to the work of healthcare’s 
frontline heroes, the sooner we pivot, the better we can help serve 
patients in need.     
 
Syneos Health provides a behavioral insights-driven approach and leading-edge tools to 
help clients navigate the pandemic and put down roots for success following it. We offer 
best practices to help leaders make an immediate impact in light of the global pandemic. 
Our consultative assessments are informed by data, guided by human behavior, and tailored 
to your goals. 
 
For any brand adapting to the reality imposed by COVID-19, implementing the right 
changes in the short term is everything. But this moment in history is also driving all of  
us toward more profound change, a digital reset. Out of this dire moment in history, we  
now find a precious opportunity: to redefine what it means to engage with people face to 
face, and to achieve maximal relevance and use every time we do. People will remember 
what we do right now. These pivots can help make us proud of the organizations we will 
become during this difficult time.
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ABOUT THE SYNEOS HEALTH INSIGHTS HUB

The Syneos Health Insights Hub generates future-focused, actionable insights to help biopharmaceutical 

companies better execute and succeed in a constantly evolving environment. Driven by dynamic research,  

our perspectives are informed by our insights-driven product development model and focused on real  

answers to customer challenges to help guide decision making and investment.

ABOUT SYNEOS HEALTH

Syneos Health® (Nasdaq:SYNH) is the only fully integrated biopharmaceutical solutions organization. The 

Company, including a Contract Research Organization (CRO) and Contract Commercial Organization (CCO), 

is purpose-built to accelerate customer performance to address modern market realities. Learn more about 

how we are shortening the distance from lab to life® at syneoshealth.com.


