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The COVID-19 pandemic is affecting all our lives in 
unprecedented ways and nowhere more so than in health 
care. Health care providers (HCPs), patients, and pharma 
are caught up in the here and now, managing immediate 
needs with a pragmatic and reactive focus. Yet, beyond 
the immediate reaction, we won’t return to the status quo 
– there will be lasting change in the way we engage and 
communicate across health care.

In our daily lives, much of our behavior is “automatic”. We 
fall into established patterns and don’t necessarily question 
our attitudes or actions. This status quo bias is challenged 
in periods of disruption, where we have no option but to 
consider alternatives. Currently, we are experiencing an 
extreme case of such disruption that will drive accelerated 
innovation and change. It has never been more important 
to look at health care communications through a 
behavioral lens if we are to shape the future, ensuring that 
our communications are fit for purpose and meaningfully 
meet the needs of HCPs and patients alike.

We won’t return to the status quo; 
we anticipate lasting change in the 
way we engage and communicate 
across health care.
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We are currently in an intensely disruptive, changing, 
and uncertain period, in reactive mode and looking 
for leadership. Quick fixes are being sought for initial 
acute problems − for example, changing our meetings 
to online platforms to generate a virtual environment − 
but is this initial reaction an appropriate, sustainable 
solution? Right now, HCPs will inevitably have 
changed priorities and needs; are they really going 

to be motivated to engage with medical education 
or virtual congresses when their whole attention is 
focused on the immediate clinical crisis? Indeed, 
everyone engaged in health communications needs to 
be respectful of HCPs’ priorities and time to engage 
appropriately, and now, never more so be aware of 
behavioral principles in making communications easy 
to access when needed, relevant, and actionable.

A shock to the system: reaction in the moment

As we adapt and recover, a new future will be 
shaped. Some beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors will 
revert to established patterns, while many others will 
be permanently changed. These new social norms  
will accelerate some existing trends, reverse others, 
and encourage completely new innovations. We 
anticipate that the trend towards sustainability and 
addressing environmental impact will be accelerated 
as the value of international travel on a large scale 
becomes challenged. 

In recent years, the currency of experts and evidence 
has been challenged across society. The COVID-19 
pandemic has once again brought scientific evidence 
to the fore in a way that has driven a wider public 
engagement on an unprecedented scale. We 
anticipate that HCPs and the public will now expect 
greater democratization of data and evidence, with 
timely and open exchange. As an extension to this 
trend, we anticipate a greater focus on empathy 
and authenticity in communications with the demand 
for deeper patient engagement as, for example, we 
currently see in rare diseases where people routinely 
seek out and engage with the evidence. These new 
challenges present communicators with tremendous 
potential rewards.

After this period of disruptive change, we will all 
re-evaluate what matters most to us – what we have 
missed, what we’ve found we can live without, and 
what helped guide us best in our decision making. 
From a pharma perspective, this should drive a 
constructive discussion on how HCP engagements can 
be made as personable and valuable as possible, 
and to make the most appropriate use of valuable 
HCP time. Inevitably, technological innovations in 
telemedicine and digital health will become the new 
norm, embedded in the health care mix. However, 
humans are naturally social and seek human-to-human 
interactions, so those virtual interactions with a more 
human engagement or experiential design are likely to 
survive and move to the forefront.

Anticipating future trends: the enduring effect

Looking at health care communications through a behavioral lens – 
it’s the only way forward. What will motivate HCPs to engage with 
medical education or virtual presentations and congresses when 
their attentions are focused on the practical, day-to-day challenges?

HCPs are focused on fighting the virus. 
After this period of disruptive change, 
we will all re-evaluate what matters 
most to us.
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Deep behavioral insight into the  
new norms
Behavioral science has been ascribed increasing 
importance in recent years, so now more than ever we 
need deep behavioral insight into HCP behavior and 
how it is evolving; we cannot base our strategies on 
outdated behaviors and insights.

Sustainable communications
The convergence of COVID-19, the sustainability 
agenda, and economic considerations can be 
expected to challenge the role of large-scale travel 
and human interaction. Alternatives to the traditional 
medical conferences and HCP engagement 
experiences will be demanded by HCPs and pharma.

Open communication, in the moment
We have seen the paywall barriers fall and timely 
communication of critical COVID-19 data in the 
moment, showing that real-time scientific exchange 
can happen. Will a model of key data release 
annually at a global congress remain acceptable in 
the new world? This is an opportunity for innovative 

new models of more timely data release and 
exchange, and broader socialization. New data 
presented at congresses often takes years to filter into 
primary care, yet we have seen that this need not 
be the case. With this new mindset, broader data 
exchange, supported by innovative communications, 
can accelerate activation of evidence to behavior 
change in clinical practice.

Humanizing virtual communications
Simply virtualizing communications to replace face-to-
face interactions does not make them fit for purpose. 
This represents an opportunity to apply behavioral 
insights to elevate these communications to provide a 
richer, more experiential engagement, and utilize the 
full power of new technologies to achieve this.

We can look forward to a period of positive 
innovation in health care communications. With 
leadership and innovative thinking, this could be a 
real turning point for communications to support better 
health outcomes, as new innovations support stronger 
end-to-end patient engagement and behavior change.

Going virtual to replace face-to-face 
isn’t the golden ticket to success.

Innovative health care 
communications as the 
new norm

These new social patterns, changed belief 
systems, and priorities will drive a need for 
sustained change in how we communicate 
within health care. This is a real opportunity 
for health care communicators to make a 
difference and provide leadership in developing 
innovations and strategies that connect with 
HCPs and patients on a human level. 

COVID-19 is changing what the priorities are in our lives. This is an 
opportunity for innovative new models of more timely data release  
and exchange, and broader socialization.
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