Cutting through the
digital clutter to reach
your target audience
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Introduction
Digital technology is changing how individuals,
companies and societies operate. It is
transforming homes, transport, healthcare and
the workplace. It has changed how we engage
with each other, with employers, with retailers
and with service providers, including physicians
and, increasingly, hospitals and other care
providers.

Today, in the face of declining R&D productivity,
pricing pressures and aggressive competition,
effective, cost-effective marketing is more
important than ever for pharmaceutical firms.
That requires marketers to understand their
audiences and engage them with reliable, factbased and differentiated materials that are
relevant to their needs.

The rise of the internet, and social media in
particular, have brought marketing executives a
highly effective means of targeting individuals.
But screens are cluttering up as competition
grows among advertisers for screen “real
estate”. Consumers are getting better at ignoring
what they don’t want to see – and are supported
by increasingly sophisticated ad-blocking
technologies.

Selecting the right delivery platforms is also
crucial: customers are much more likely to
respond to materials delivered via trusted
channels that they choose to visit.

All of this has changed the nature of effective
advertising. Bombarding an audience with
one-size-fits all promotional messaging is not
just a waste of money; it is counter-productive.
Audiences can be switched off particular brands
if they feel they are hit indiscriminately with
inappropriate content.

The industry spends an estimated $27 billion
each year on marketing directly to doctors. Yet
sales rep access is strictly regulated, or even
prohibited, by over half of US doctors’ practices
and hospitals, which are as a result welcoming
fewer than half the reps they did ten years ago
(GlassCanopy, 2019).
This means that digital marketing is now the
mainstay of promotional efforts: it is more
cost-effective than traditional channels, and
many doctors prefer to engage through digital
platforms.

INSIDE TIP
Skipta is a social media platform for accredited physicians. This single network assembles
25 speciality-driven communities and is home to over 700,000 verified healthcare
professionals, representing 78% of US physicians and 60% of US healthcare providers.
Skipta offers a trusted platform via which to engage with appropriate audiences in a
professional manner, using relevant, helpful and therefore highly impactful material.
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Information overload and ‘ad blindness’
Digital advertising across all industry sectors
topped $203 billion in 2018, according to
GroupM. That translates into busier, more
cluttered smartphone, tablet and computer
screens, where pop-up boxes, banner ads and
videos distract consumers from their primary
goals.
The result is information overload. Many
individuals now have very negative views of
digital advertising, calling it overly repetitive and
annoying. Over half of respondents in a recent
survey labelled targeted adverts as “invasive”
(Mintel, Digital Advertising, 2019). Three
quarters of online users (which number over 3
billion worldwide) are frustrated when websites
present content that appears irrelevant to them
(Marketing Tech, 2016).
Doctors are a highly sought-after audience
among marketers. They control an estimated
80% of the $3.6 trillion annual US healthcare
spend - expected to grow to $5.7 trillion by
2026 (Glasscanopy, 2019). Yet as a result,
doctors receive high volumes of communication
material – much of it irrelevant or unwanted.
Research suggests that the top 100 doctors in
the US typically receive over 400 contacts each
year from each pharmaceutical company –
translating into over a dozen messages per day
for some specialists (PharmaExec). Other studies
point to a steep decline in participation the
more communications a doctor receives (Forbes,
2018).
Frustration and annoyance at ad overload is
pushing all consumers, including doctors, to be
more discriminate about the kinds of data, and
data sources, that they pay attention to.
This discrimination is happening both
consciously and sub-consciously. As digital
penetrates into all corners of peoples’ daily
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lives, they are getting better at actively sifting
out irrelevant information – including what is
perceived as irrelevant advertising. Yet they are
also beginning to no longer even notice stimuli
at particular locations on the screen that are
closely associated with promotional material.
This is ‘ad blindness’, whereby web-users no
longer perceive or pay attention to advertising
banners in particular locations on the screen
that are closely associated with promotional
material. Eye-tracking studies show that many of
us no longer see, let alone respond to, banner
ads on the right hand side of our screens in
particular (Resnick & Albert, 2014).
The extent of the “blindness” is linked to both
the location of a given stimulus, and the kind
of task that the user is engaged in. Blindness
is most acute during goal-oriented tasks, like
checking bank account details or identifying
specific information, which are relatively
demanding on our attention. It dissipates
during ‘open’ tasks, such as web-browsing.
Interestingly, users undertaking goal-oriented
tasks will attend to banners placed at the top of
the screen, even though they are often adverts.
This is because they believe it might be content
– the uncertainty is enough to prompt a look
(Resnick & Albert, 2014).
‘Ad blindness’ is thought to affect the vast
majority of consumers - 86%, according to a
2013 study (ADOTAS). That is because it stems
from a highly evolved cognitive skill that is
critical to everyday functioning. Our attention is
finite: we cannot, and do not, take in every single
piece of perceptual information that the world
throws at us. Just as our field of vision focuses
on those areas relevant to our immediate
goals – whether safely crossing a road or
navigating a staircase – we also selectively pay
attention when at our screens, especially during
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demanding tasks. Otherwise we would be
permanently distracted.
The implication for marketers of information
overload and ad blindness is un-noticed – and
therefore wasted – advertising. Nearly all B2B
digital marketers surveyed in 2016 felt their

campaigns reached significant numbers outside
the intended audience, leading to ad waste
(WARC, 2016). But it is worse than that: there
is evidence that if certain ads are recognized
as intrusive, this can lead to negative attitudes
toward a given brand. This is not just a waste of
money; it is counter-productive.

The solution: targeted messages aimed at segmented,
highly-engaged audiences
Combating ad blindness and ad-blocking
requires thoughtful, relevant messages, aimed
at carefully-segmented audiences, delivered
through channels that these audiences trust
and engage with. It means delivering the right
message, to the right audience, through the
right channel, at the right time. It also means
prioritizing quality over quantity (Forbes, 2018).
SOCIAL MEDIA
Advertising in professional journals is expensive.
Physician workplaces have closed off many
online channels entirely, in large part due to the
aforementioned ad overload.
Like the rest of us, doctors use social media
and non-professional websites. In a MedData
Point survey of US physicians, 90% say they
sometimes, or always, read professional content
online when they are not at work. 75% are at
least somewhat receptive to direct marketing
from pharmaceutical companies through online
channels (MedData Group, 2018). Only 21% of
healthcare providers say they rarely engage with
online advertising at all.
Time-pressed physicians are very selective in
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their choice of online platform. Social media and
news outlets are the most likely online locations
for doctors to engage with health ads, outside
of the professional domain (MedData Group,
2018). Social media – which includes social and
professional networking sites, as well as blogs
and podcasts – has become an increasingly
important marketing tool over recent years,
considered a “valuable” element of the
promotional mix by 73% of business-to-business
sales professionals (Itani et al., 2017). Social
media must be integrated into multi-channel
marketing strategies (Marketing Technology,
2016).
There are many reasons social media channels
are valuable. They offer a relatively low-cost
opportunity to connect with customers in new
ways, and to better understand customers’
reactions to both own-brand and competitor
products. Physicians – like the rest of us – are
also more likely to trust and engage with
information delivered via a peer-network. Thus,
social media platforms that assemble likeminded professionals are an important channel
for pharmaceutical firms to effectively interact
with physicians and healthcare providers.
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INSIDE TIP
Skipta is a leading professional networking site, providing a secure, private space within
which verified physicians and other verified healthcare professionals collaborate and learn
from each other. Skipta covers more than three quarters of US physicians and 60% of US
healthcare providers.

SEGMENTING THE TARGET AUDIENCE
Audience segmentation is now a tech-powered
staple of modern marketing (Klockner, 2015).
At its core, it is ensuring the right community
sees the right advert at the right time. This
involves identifying and targeting the particular
professionals who are interested in your
product, and in a position to prescribe or
recommend it. There is no point marketing a GI

drug to a Neurologist.
As we have seen, irrelevant messaging can turn
an audience off from all subsequent information
from that source. Material that is highly relevant
to particular physician groups, helps them
solve their challenges and address their pain
points, in contrast, is likely to be highly impactful
(Glasscanopy, 2018).

INSIDE TIP
Skipta’s physicians are divided into 25 healthcare communities, making it easy for pharma
marketers to target only the specialists or disease area experts that matter to their brand.

Most doctors are too busy to be online for long.
This impacts their receptiveness to advertising
materials. Studies show that attitudes to
advertisements vary by channel, format, and by
the time that users spend online (Kantar/TNS
Global, 2018). Active internet users for instance,
more likely to engage with sophisticated multimedia campaigns and newer formats; the
opposite is true of those that are less engaged.
So it is important to tailor messages to the
particular preferences of the target audience,
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based on an accurate understanding of their
priorities, time-constraints and their level and
areas of engagement.
Physicians use professional networking sites
such as Skipta to keep up to date with industry
relevant information, to educate themselves
and to advise on or share experiences with
their peers. Skipta fosters clinically-driven
conversations and collaborations amongst
physicians. These peer-to-peer discussions
may be among specialists within a particular
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community, or focused on physicians treating a
specific disease. They provide valuable feedback

on the perceptions of particular products and
brands and on areas of unmet need.

INSIDE TIP
Skipta enables a better understanding of target audiences within specialist communities,
down to the level of individual or small groups of influential HCPs. This increases the
chances of reaching customers where they are the most engaged, and supports long-term,
trust-based relationships.

ADVISE, RATHER THAN ADVERTISE
Companies should position messages as tips or
expert advice, not adverts (DRG, Deloitte, 2019).
All consumers pay more attention to advice and
opinion of their peers than to ads; physicians
are no exception. Research shows that
marketing approaches aimed at helping doctors
solve actual problems, relieve pain points and/or
educate themselves are much more likely to be
effective than more generic marketing materials.
This also serves to differentiate from other
promotional materials, providing a competitive
advantage.

and/or convenience advantages of their product.
Third-party validation of a particular product is
helpful, so are relevant use-cases (GlassCanopy,
2019).

Doctors respond most readily to transparent,
objective and accurate information that is
backed up by strong clinical evidence, delivered
via a trusted, peer-associated channel (DRG,
2019). Pharma marketers must therefore build
their messages around reliable, clear clinical
data supporting the particular efficacy, safety

The vast majority (86%) of physicians within
the Skipta community are actively interested
in participating in market research and other
compensated opportunities. A similar portion
is open to continuing medical education within
their communities. 65% are interested in
observational research (Skipta, 2017).
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The use of differentiated, interactive content,
such as quizzes, questionnaires and online
chat among peers in the same specialism, is
particularly powerful (WARC, 2018). It helps
marketers engage and understand their
audience, which in turn feeds into more
impactful messaging and support – and a more
trusting, long-term relationship.
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INSIDE TIP
Skipta offers pharma marketers a range of communication formats and channels to ensure
that a product or brand stays top of mind. These products include, but are not limited
to: fostering peer to peer conversations about a product within the relevant healthcare
community or disease state, sponsoring educational quizzes and competitions, creating
dedicated “showcase” content around a particular brand, and providing engaging content
within a community’s social feed.

Cutting through the digital noise
Cutting through the digital noise means reengaging audiences with the right content,
tailored to their needs, delivered through
trusted channels. Quality materials and formats
must be prioritized over quantity in order to
regain the trust of audiences that have been
overwhelmed with irrelevant promotional
materials.
Skipta enables all of this. It provides a trusted
platform for researching physicians’ needs and
interests, a valuable tool for targeted, relevant
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product positioning and the foundation of a
collaborative, healthy relationship between
pharmaceutical companies and their customers.
Building an effective, trusted communication
channel with prescribers creates a virtuous
circle whereby marketers fully understand
audiences’ needs and concerns and can tailor
their products and messages accordingly. Access
to regular feedback can inform future outreach
and product development.
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SUMMARY
Skipta’s Advantages in helping pharma marketers cut through the digital clutter:
•	Trusted, professional networking platform chosen by 78% of US physicians and 60% of
US healthcare providers
•	Secure, private space for collaboration and learning, offering physicians materials
that they actively seek out: engaging educational and advisory content, peer-to-peer
interaction
•	25 clearly organized healthcare communities enable precise targeting – to the level of
individual physicians or groups of physicians treating the same condition.
•	Enable maximum engagement of healthcare professionals through a variety of
customizable channels and formats
•	Generate valuable feedback on products and brands, by analyzing perceptions of, and
barriers to, particular treatment options and how these compare across discussion
groups
•	Optimize campaign formats and materials through understanding which healthcare
professionals are engaged in particular campaigns
•	Ensure you deliver the right message, through the right channel, to the right physicians,
at the right time
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