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Harnessing big data to  
accelerate clinical trial recruitment

The pharmaceutical industry’s reputation is more positive today than it has been in a very long 
time, thanks to its “all-in” response to COVID-19 via cross-pharmaceutical collaborations and 
vaccine development at a previously unimaginable pace. But now that the bar has been raised— 
now that we have this “blueprint for speed”—expectations have been raised as well: If we  
can develop a vaccine in a year, why can’t we shorten drug development timelines overall?  
The pressure on the industry is intense to move with greater urgency to address unmet 
patient needs while also maximizing return on investment.

Some of the highest costs and potential risks of conducting a clinical trial involve those 
associated with patient recruitment and retention. In a 2018 analysis, researchers found that  
a full 50 percent of clinical trials globally are extended due to poor recruitment performance.1 
Delays are costly when study recruitment and enrollment are not completed on time or when 
sites do not meet their recruitment numbers, sometimes putting the study itself in jeopardy. 
Competition for patients is intense. 

Most traditional patient recruitment activity focuses on outreach to sites and directly to patients. 
A relatively untapped resource are the many healthcare providers (HCPs) who practice  
within reach of a trial site and might consider referring patients—if only they knew about it.  
One consequence is that relatively few HCPs refer any patients at all. One study found that  
just 10 percent of physicians refer 80 percent of the patients who enter oncology clinical trials.2  
Beyond the lack of awareness of available trials, physicians cite lack of knowledge of trial details, 
lack of time, patient burden and negative beliefs/attitudes held by their patients toward trials  
as factors keeping them from making more referrals.3 

Now, however, innovations in technology and data/behavioral science are making it possible to 
efficiently and cost effectively identify and engage with qualified HCPs, down to the individual level, 
and synchronize the content that HCPs receive digitally in real time. The result can be a dramatic 
acceleration in patient referrals and recruitment that nets major time and cost savings, improves 
diversity among trial participants, and ultimately helps deliver better care to patients, faster. 
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The critical role community  
HCPs play in referring patients  
to clinical trials

Because of their personal relationship with patients, HCPs can play a powerful 
role in the referral process, providing information and reassurance that help 
to raise awareness, trust and motivation to enroll. According to the National 
Institutes of Health, 77 percent of patients who participate in a clinical trial 
learned about the trial from their HCP.4  

When asked, most HCPs say they are eager for their patients to participate 
in clinical trials. Yet, they are busy with the daily concerns of their work with 
patients and far too often lack awareness of ongoing studies, including 
those within reach of their offices, that could potentially benefit the patients 
currently in their practices. Historically, potential referring HCPs proactively 
would need to “go to” a digital destination to find out more about active 
clinical trials—and with a lack of awareness of where to go, and a lack of 
time even when they know where to go, referrals are often de-prioritized, 
particularly in noncritical care situations. 

According  
to the National  

Institutes of Health,  
77 percent of patients  

who participate  
in a clinical trial  

learned about the  
trial from their HCP.4  

77% 
of patients

Typical Situation 
Self-directed, low trial awareness

•   Seventy-five percent say  
the top information sources  
about currently recruiting  
trials are clinicaltrials.gov,  
PIs and other physicians

•   Sixty-three percent don’t 
recall ever seeing an ad 
for a trial

•   Twenty percent of potential 
referrers check for clinical 
trials at least once per month

Source: Syneos Health® survey of 170 U.S. physicians.

clinicaltrials.gov



•   In media and tools tailored  
for them as individuals  
and advocates

•   For those who have relevant 
patient populations

•   Delivered to physicians  
near clinical trial sites
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Now, however, advances in precision targeting, synchronized experiences and performance 
analytics are making it possible to locate the right HCPs in the right locations and drive 
awareness and interest through relevant messaging. 

Syneos Health has developed a programmatic channel-selecting stack—we call it Digital Amplifier—
that enables clinical teams to reach HCPs on a 1:1 basis at scale, across all digital environments.  
We couple this with advanced targeting—powered by advanced data science and machine 
learning—and actionable analytics. Applied initially to amplifying the impact of field teams, 
Digital Amplifier makes it possible to surround the physician with specific messages triggered  
by the physician’s digital preferences. For medications and devices, this innovation is keeping 
brands top of mind for HCP customers, delivering news about new data, communicating a new 
indication, and/or provide digital support resources—all informed by that customer’s practice 
and preferences. And in the clinical trials space, Digital Amplifier is also proving highly effective 
at not only driving HCP awareness of clinical trials in their area that are relevant to their patient 
populations, but also at substantially boosting enrollment within short time frames to accelerate 
the delivery of new therapies to patients. 

Digital Amplifier is delivered by Kinetic™ from Syneos Health, our modern 
customer engagement capability that addresses business-critical challenges  
and creates more meaningful healthcare interactions.

With Digital Amplifier
Person-level relevant clinical messaging

clinicaltrials.gov

trial website
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Three key ingredients

Successfully enabling person-level engagement with qualified physicians to accelerate patient referrals  
and recruitment requires the ability to:

Qualify HCPs using robust data 
Geographic and patient population screening can be used to identify HCPs within a specific 
radius of trial sites and those HCPs seeing specific types of patients, ranking each by their 
potential to refer patients who meet the trial’s eligibility criteria. Additional tactics, such as 
geofencing (i.e., targeting HCPs within a very small area, like a hospital), can be used to 
expand the target pool as needed. To identify these potential recruiting HCPs, Syneos Health 
leverages the data of:

•   320 million unique patients

•   98 percent of U.S. HCPs

•   15 million daily encounters

•   All of which are ably interrogated by our team of data scientists

Engage HCPs via personalized content and delivery 
A major thrust of innovation aims to find the most sophisticated, effective system  
for synchronizing the content that HCPs receive digitally, in real time. We have built Digital 
Amplifier as a cutting-edge technology platform that makes it possible to deliver ads  
to select HCPs, reaching about 75 percent of them dozens of times over weeks or months  
and ensuring that the message is more likely to be delivered at moments of highest receptivity  
(e.g., around an encounter with an eligible patient). Media channels are selected through  
digital identity resolution based on each HCP’s online activity. Customized and memorable 
messages about the trial and a call to action then surround the HCP’s digital news and 
information feeds. Custom web pages and outbound emails capture contact information, 
enabling study coordinators to reach out individually by phone and/or email to HCPs  
showing signs of interest.

 Measure and optimize targeting, referrals and recruitment with actionable analytics 
As HCPs engage, performance analytics should deliver more than reports and after-the-fact 
dashboards. Instead, actionable insights are needed in the form of analysis that reveals  
the characteristics of HCPs who engage with outbound messages, enabling the refinement  
of both targeting and content. We built Digital Amplifier on the principles of omnichannel 
interaction, meaning that it starts with digital channels but shares back data on HCP 
awareness and engagement. In this way, clinical teams get both:

•   Macro data on efficiency and reach, and

•   Individual data, which HCPs clicked on for digital messages or spent time  
on the trial website, enabling personal follow-up
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1. Qualify

2. Engage

3. Measure and Optimize

Geographic screen 
HCPs within specific radius 
to trial site

Message development
Memorable information, 
calls to action

DA response analytics
Identifies which HCPs are engaging 
with outbound messaging, custom 
program dashboard

Patient population screen
Identifies HCPs seeing specific 
types of patients

Media delivery
Person-specific messaging, 
targeting only digital 
devices individual HCPs 
are using; media property 
agnostic

360-degree response analytics
Analysis of total HCP engagement 
on study website, DA and other

Target pool expansion
Uses other tactics, such as geofencing, 
to extend target audiences

Marketing automation
Custom-built web pages 
and related emails 
designed to capture 
contact information

Program optimization
Revision of all program elements 
based on data

Follow up on  
‘signals of interest’
Enabling individualized 
phone/email 
engagement by  
study coordinator
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Case in point: Enrollment lift 
quadrupled in COVID-19 treatment trial 

Challenge 
A COVID-19 treatment intended for high-risk individuals with kidney disease had a 
very time-sensitive recruitment requirement: HCPs needed both to make the 
diagnosis based on early onset symptoms and get patients to the trial while these 
symptoms were still developing. Recruitment was additionally challenged by a 
competitive landscape and pandemic fatigue. 

Solution 
The Digital Amplifier program added an additional level of awareness and recruitment 
with a two-week rollout plan. We identified and prioritized more than 10,000 HCPs and 
2,000 dialysis centers near active trial sites. We then delivered targeted digital messages 
to keep the trial top of mind as each HCP saw new, appropriate patients.

Results 
After just four weeks, sites that had HCP engagement with Digital Amplifier showed  
a total enrollment growth of 118 percent over the first nine weeks of the program as 
compared to the benchmark nine weeks before Amplifier’s implementation. And more 
importantly, the program speeded time to enrollment; it took five weeks to enroll the 
same number of patients as in the previous nine weeks.
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Summary

Leading brands around the world have demonstrated the power and 
performance that are achievable when you find the right-fit customers, 
deliver personally relevant experiences, and connect disparate data 
sources to reveal new paths to HCP engagement. 

Meanwhile, there has long been a need to adopt innovative new solutions 
to the critical challenges involved with clinical trial patient recruitment 
and retention. Community HCPs not only can but want to have more 
opportunities to connect their patients with clinical trials that could 
potentially benefit them. Digital Amplifier arrives at a vital time—
bringing 21st-century marketing innovations to a field dedicated to 
advancing human health and speeding new therapies to the patients 
who need them.
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