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Understanding the way consumers engage with 
social media is a must for pharmaceutical compa-
nies who want to remain highly competitive in a 
21st century marketplace. By using social media as 
a tool to listen to consumers and understand their 
needs and preferences for information, pharma-
ceutical companies can create a window through 
which they can see how consumers make decisions 
and think about their brands. The ability to apply 
this kind of information to drive behavior change 
is invaluable. 

By realizing the power of social media and the role 
it plays, and understanding the risks involved with 
implementing a social media strategy — namely, 
acquiring regulatory approval of social media  
tactics — pharmaceutical companies can stay a 
step ahead of competitors.

So what is social media? What benefits can social 
media provide to the pharmaceutical industry? 
What challenges will pharmaceutical companies 
encounter with social media? What are the start-
ing point and subsequent steps for pharmaceu-
tical companies to implement social media into 
their marketing strategy? The purpose of this white  
paper is to address these questions and others 
that surround the issue of using social media in the 
pharmaceutical marketing mix.

What is Social Media?
If you ask five people to define social media, you’re 
likely to get five different responses — even from 
some of the more savvy marketers. Some will tell 
you that social media only consists of blogs, oth-
ers will enthusiastically refer to social networking  
applications such as Facebook and MySpace, and 
still more will say podcasts, or online videos or 
communities. While it’s true that these are certainly 
among the most popular social media applications, 
they do not comprise social media as a whole. So-
cial media is more than a channel or an application. 
It’s the underlying strategy. It’s a movement that 

enables people to connect and share information 
despite barriers of geography, socioeconomic sta-
tus, ethnicity, or any tangible or intangible obsta-
cle. (Barrette, 2007)

The Opportunity for the Pharmaceutical  
Industry
Jupiter Research states that nearly 80% of those 
who have used the Internet to “connect with  
others” trust health information from their peers 
“to some degree.” (TNS Media, 2007)  Within the realm 
of social media, some consumers take on roles 
such as moderators, bloggers and frequent posters 
within online communities. They are considered by  
other users to be “expert” resources who are, in 
some cases, on par with physicians in terms of per-
ceived trustworthiness and influence. Brands that 
recognize and understand that consumers are in 
control in the social media realm can position them-
selves to take advantage of the many benefits social  
media strategies afford. Access to this “in control” 
consumer can provide brands direct access to the 
consumer mindset. (Manhattan Research, 2008) 

And it’s not just consumers whom pharmaceutical 
companies can understand better through social 
media. There are a growing number of physicians 
using social media to connect and share infor-
mation. Jupiter Research reports that one-third 
of online U.S. physicians use blogs, professional 
networks, forums and message boards monthly 
to connect with other physicians or the content 
that colleagues have created. “Connected” physi-
cians are intense consumers of media, including  
pharmaceutical company-sponsored media, com-
pared to “unconnected” online physicians. (Jupiter 

Research, 2008)

Pharmaceutical companies have much to gain  
by embracing these “in control” consumers and 

Understanding the way consumers  
engage with social media is a must for 
pharmaceutical companies who want 
to remain highly competitive in a 21st 

century marketplace.
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Carrying out these best practices can be just as vital 

as the social media strategy itself. Ensuring that a 

comprehensive readiness plan is in place can pro-

vide a pharmaceutical company with tremendous 

time and money-saving benefits.

Readiness tools are available to help pharmaceutical 

companies deliver sound, safe and effective social 

media strategies for their brands and their custom-

ers. For more information on how readiness tools 

can help a pharmaceutical company prepare for  

social media, and how to prepare consumers for  

social media, please call James Pietz, vice presi-

dent group director at 1-888-333-1232 or e-mail  

james.pietz@micromass.com.

Conclusion
Social media is here to stay. It will continue to 
influence consumer behavior and serve as a 
window into the consumer mindset. Companies 
who understand social media and think through 
the most effective social media strategies will not 
only steer clear of regulatory issues, but also reap  
the numerous benefits afforded by this 21st century 
marketing tool. With social media, listening 
and engaging with consumers and healthcare 
professionals has never been so dynamic  
or rewarding.

Evaluate how the company handles uncertain-•	
ty, since social media is constantly evolving.  
(TNS Media, 2007)

2. Assess and Prioritize Strategies 

Determine which strategies are most appropriate •	
for your brand and your consumers given your 
business objectives and what you know about the 
target audience.

Determine which strategies are riskiest. Refer to •	
the risk continuum and remember the three key 
FDA regulations to consider and plan for.

Create a portfolio of concrete if/then scenarios for •	
your Legal committee to solve.

List the company’s biggest potential opportuni-•	
ties and the greatest unknowns. Describe each 
tactic, identify the user, and list potential benefits  
and risks.

3. Ensure Compliance

Develop criteria that helps determine if an adverse •	
event is reportable.

Train dedicated employees to monitor social media •	
on criteria and how to incorporate social media is-
sues into existing adverse events reporting activities.

Evaluate all reports to determine if they suggest •	
a previously unknown side effect.

Work with the FDA to develop a customized mon-•	
itoring protocol that would streamline social me-
dia adverse event reporting. 

(TNS Media, 2007)
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professionals and delivering value through social 
media. When pharmaceutical companies imple-
ment a successful social media strategy, they have 
the power to:

Increase consumer trust in brand  
By promoting consumer interaction with a brand’s 
social media component, consumers will have a 
more valuable and meaningful experience than by 
just reading corporate content, thereby increasing 
their level of trust. For example, GlaxoSmithKline 
(GSK) created AlliConnect, an online community 
that supports users of their over-the-counter (OTC) 
weight-loss aid, Alli. A recent posting on the AlliCon-
nect blog by a consumer who participated in a Com-
munispace Community for Alli prior to the drug’s 
launch said: “I have never seen a pharmaceutical 
company go to such lengths to provide such educa-
tion, support and valuable tools to the consumers 
who will buy their product.”

Gain improved acceptance of  
new treatments

Social media provides virtually instant feedback 
about products. Many brands are already work-
ing with vendors such as BrandIntel to analyze 
consumer dialogue during product launches. This  
allows brands to pay attention to issues that might 
surface in conversations about side effects and 
drug efficacy, which means changes to dosing or 
labeling can be made much sooner versus waiting 
for that same information to come back through 
physician channels.

Acquire competitive insights for  
product positioning
Brands can measure what consumers are say-
ing about their products — both positive and  
negative — by working with vendors such as Buzz-
Metrics. Brands can also identify key subjects and 
influences that fuel the consumer’s dialogue. Doing  

so allows brands to determine whether their  
product is well aligned with consumers’ perceived 
expectations.

Increase effectiveness of  
adherence programs
Sites like Biogen Idec’s MSActiveSource and Roche’s 
Pegassist provide patients with online journals 
and forums for managing their treatments. While 
these sites focus on treatment, third-party sites 
like PEERtrainer focus on user goals. For exam-
ple, PEERtrainer creates different-sized groups  
for different activities: small groups for encour-
aging and sharing opinions and maximizing peer 
pressure to stick to goals; large groups for collect-
ing nutrition and fitness tips through a centralized 
wiki — a collective and collaborative resource.

Encourage internal collaborations  
and creativity
Social media provides brand managers with the 
power to connect and share information with 
others in areas they’re passionate about. This can 
help those with similar interests find each other — 
sparking innovation that might not otherwise oc-
cur. Additionally, wikis and bookmarking tools, like 
del.icio.us or Digg, provide a central location for 
sharing and unearthing new ideas within diverse 
organizations. (Forrester, 2007)

Understanding the Realities of Social Media 
within the Pharmaceutical Industry 
Despite a strong desire to implement a social media 
strategy, very few brands are likely to jump head-
first into such an effort. So, understanding all as-
pects of social media and creating a well-thought 
out plan is paramount to executing a successful  
social media strategy.

Many brands are acutely aware of the power of 
social media to influence consumer behavior and 
are discovering that social media strategies can 
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Social media is more than a channel or an application. 
It’s a movement that enables people to connect and 

share information despite barriers…
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3. Test social media models. 
To effectively test social media models, create 

guidelines from the if/then scenarios developed in  

Step 2. These guidelines may include policies for  

adverse event reporting, employee conduct and  

presentation of user-generated content. 

Also, implement pilots for reporting impact. Use 

standard best practices for planning and executing 

initiatives, but consider other ways to show impact 

to executives. In addition, gather new discoveries 

and samples of user-generated content, images and 

videos that reinforce the business opportunity of 

each pilot.

It’s imperative to build a task force that represents 

a sound cross-section of company leaders. This task 

force should consist of:

A leader who “gets” social media and learns new •	
technologies quickly. 

A communications expert who understands rela-•	
tionship dynamics.

A legal advisor who is committed to helping the •	
company safely navigate new waters.

An IT specialist who understands the platforms •	
that the social media initiatives will run on and can 
ensure that metrics are captured consistently.

A management consultant who can identify the •	
organizational changes that will accompany 
the roll-out or response to successful initiatives. 

4. Organize a thorough, flexible social  
media strategy  

Anticipate organizational changes and demands •	
before roll-out. Prepare to move forward through 
changes that can rapidly come with social media. 

Appraise the demands on internal resources. Con-•	
sider team members and their existing relation-
ships with clients, consumers and employees who 
participate in the social media’s integration. 

Create a realistic roll-out plan and timeline.  •	
Take into consideration that the effects of the  
previous two steps will provide the context for 
making decisions regarding the roll-out of the  
social media tactics.

        (Forrester, 2007)

Complying with FDA Regulations
When developing and implementing a social media 

strategy, it is extremely prudent to ensure that tac-

tics will comply with FDA regulations. Many pharma-

ceutical companies subscribe to the following steps 

to ensure regulations are met.

1. Limit or avoid off-label promotion in  
social media strategies

Monitor medical content on corporate Web sites.•	
Support “unbranded” educational Web sites that •	
are created by outside organizations and require 
no content approval or monitoring.

Develop disease awareness Web sites whose con-•	
tent is reviewed by legal and regulatory groups.

Obtain approval of the editorial calendar and •	
framework of topics well in advance.

2. Manage adverse event reporting

Follow internal procedures for adverse event  •	
reports by identifiable patients.

Avoid situations involving material that might •	
contain adverse event information from identifi-
able patients. 

3. Follow fair balance requirements

Ensure that the drug’s safety and efficacy profile is •	
available from every Web site by one click of a hy-
perlink.

Provide a clear statement of a drug’s major side  •	
effects and make it available on vital Web pages. 
(TNS Media, 2007)  

Gaining Legal and Regulatory Approval

One of the toughest challenges in implementing 

social media strategies is getting approval from le-

gal and regulatory committees. The following three 

steps should take place:

1. Assess the Fit

Ensure company’s corporate culture is social-media •	
friendly.

Determine how internal compliance officials inter-•	
pret FDA regulations.
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improve public trust in pharmaceutical companies 
by enabling consumers and healthcare profession-
als to engage with them in online conversations. 
(TNS Media, 2007)

Some pharmaceutical companies have already 
been successful in developing these conversa-
tions. GSK’s Alli and AlliConnect programs, as well 
as Johnson & Johnson’s corporate blog, JNJ BTW 
(www.jnjbtw.com), which features commentary 
about the happenings within the company, have 
helped establish these companies as social media 
pioneers within the pharmaceutical industry. 
(TNS Media, 2007)

Recognizing the Responsibilities and Risks of 
Using Social Media

Social media strategies introduce new challenges 
for a pharmaceutical company’s marketing plan, 
including timelines (quick response to breaking 
news), two-way dialogue (comments and posts) and 
consumer-to-consumer communication. Despite 
the considerable benefi ts that can be gained from 
implementing a successful social media strategy, 
the risks are a reality. What makes things challeng-
ing is the fact that the FDA does not provide detailed 
guidelines for pharmaceutical companies to follow 
in order to get legal and regulatory acceptance of so-
cial media marketing tactics. (TNS Media, 2007) 

The fi rst priority in successfully using social media 
is to recognize and understand all of the potential 
risks involved. The big issues to consider and plan 
for include: reporting of adverse events, off-label 
promotion and fair balance.

The Continuum of Risk

For pharmaceutical companies, not all social media 
strategies represent the same level of risk for violat-
ing FDA regulations. Therefore, it is helpful to think of 
social media strategies existing along a continuum. 
To illustrate this point, risk scenarios are provided 
below and tagged with coded levels of risk. 

HIGH:•	  Social media tactics that carry a high risk 
of violating FDA regulations.

MEDIUM:•	  Social media tactics that carry a mod-
erate risk of violating FDA regulations.

LOW:•	  Social media activities that carry a low 
risk of violating FDA regulations.

  (See Figure 1)

Of these, social media forums hosted or sponsored 
by pharmaceutical companies represent the high-
est risk potential. Visitors to the site may post com-
ments that mention off-label uses of their products, 
and exercising editorial control might be seen as an 
endorsement of the content. (TNS Media, 2007)

Despite the inherent risks, social media strategies of-
fer pharmaceutical companies a way to gather data 
that may help companies respond in a more proac-
tive manner. This is provided that valid, verifi able in-
formation can be separated from “noise,” which may 
include false reports, events not associated with the 
proper use of the drug and anonymous reports of 
unverifi ed content. (TNS Media, 2007) 

Strategies and Best Practices
Once benefi ts and risks have been identifi ed, phar-
maceutical companies can begin to develop a readi-
ness plan to implement a social media strategy. 
There are three successful best practices to follow in 
order to have a successful readiness plan: 

1. Getting Started 
2. Complying with FDA Regulations
3. Gaining Legal and Regulatory Approval

Getting Started
There are four steps a pharmaceutical company 
needs to take when introducing a social media 
strategy for its brand. They are as follows:

1. Educate top-level management and legal 
representatives. 
Convey the reach and meaning of social media to 
decision-makers.

2. Evaluate company’s preparedness. 

Identify leaders within the company who will cham-•	
pion social media. Create internal blogs or wikis to 
help leaders connect, allowing them to collaborate 
on best practices and idea development.

Create if/then scenarios to present to the Legal •	
committee for examination. Scenarios should in-
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clude basic issues such as handling adverse events 
on sponsored message boards, correcting incorrect 
information on external Web sites such as Wikipe-
dia, and deciding whether or not to acknowledge 
results that clash with drug research.

Discover the company’s greatest opportunities •	
and unknowns. List the social media tactics with 
the greatest potential benefi t to the company. For 
each tactic, identify users, tactical descriptions, 
potential benefi ts and potential risks.

5

Social media is here to stay. It will continue to infl uence consumer behavior and 
serve as a window into the consumer mindset.

{    The Continuum of Risk   }
Figure 1

Fair Balance 
Requirements

Off-Label 
PromotionRisk Scenarios

Adverse Event 
Reporting

LowLow
Non-branded content for 
distribution on video-sharing sites

Low

LowModerate
Non-branded corporate disease-
awareness blogs

Moderate

LowModerate
Non-branded corporate disease-
awareness wikis

Moderate

LowModerate
Non-branded participation in 
social media (leaving comments, 
posting in forums)

Moderate

LowLow
Non-branded disease awareness 
corporate podcasts

Low

LowHigh
Developing corporate disease-
awareness social networks/
bulletin boards

Moderate

LowModerate
Branded advertising on social 
media platforms

Low

LowLow
Non-branded advertising 
on social media platforms

Low

ModerateLow Low
Branded content for distribution 
of video-sharing Web sites

LowModerate HighBranded blogs

ModerateHigh ModerateBranded corporate wikis

HighHigh Moderate
Branded participation in social 
media (leaving comments, posting 
in forums)

LowLow LowBranded corporate podcasts

LowModerate High
Branded social networks/bulletin 
boards (social media forums)

 (TNS Media, 2007) 
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