
Today's online digital services across a broad range of industries offer a level of 
engagement and customer experience that few could have imagined a decade 
ago. Yet Health Care Professionals (HCPs) interacting with pharma companies 
online via any number of portal sites today are experiencing exactly the kind of 
services that were last cutting edge in the early 2000s. Bringing their 
experience up to date is not only possible but a great business opportunity.

Developing better, more mature online 
services aimed at health care professionals is 
a valuable opportunity for pharma companies
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Engagement Gap



Meet Dr. John, a typical HCP who, when he’s not working, shops online, watches Netflix shows, uses Siri 

to navigate his phone and find information online, and relies on Google Maps for turn-by-turn navigation 

when driving. In short, Dr. John is like the rest of us – he’s come to expect personalized, high-engagement, 

joined-up online services.-

At the hospital where he works, Dr. John often 

interacts with pharma companies, both online 

and in person, to stay up to date with new 

treatment options, clinical trials data and other 

information. He can log into the HCP portals of 

individual pharma companies, where he can 

search for the information he needs. But he 

experiences little of the pleasure he derives 

from using Netflix, Amazon or the many Google 

services.

What’s missing from these pharma portal sites? 

It’s not that the content isn’t there; it’s that – in 

many cases – the content is all there is. Not much 

effort is made to get to know the HCPs as 

individuals with particular patterns of needs and 

wants and then personalize the service to them. 

The result is a service that feels like hard work to 

use – Dr. John has to do all the work to find what 

he wants. Compare that to Netflix, which serves 

up one recommended show after another.

 HCPs are People Too1
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As online services have matured and become more sophisticated, we can see a distinct evolution, from 

basic static content provision – the ‘Content is King’ model – to highly personalized services that make use 

of advanced technologies such as blockchain, predictive AI and seamless integration with other services.

 A Hierarchy of Online Service Maturity Levels2
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Government

If we look at different industry sectors, we see that they're at varying levels of service 
maturity.

 Customer experience by industry sector3
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Retail

Current 
service 
level
Almost there
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Ideal service:
All government 
services/procedures 
accessible online, 
including tax 
returns, benefits 
claims, status 
updates, etc.

Making good progress
Governments have invested heavily in online 
services to streamline service delivery
Government departments increasingly have 
access to shared data for less duplication 
and greater efficiency 

Current 
service level

Ideal service:
Patient-centric aimed at improving patient care
Personalized services that make use of 
preferences, profiles, search histories and 
previous interactions
Analytics from data generated directly by 
patients 
  

Ideal service:
Consume NOW from a 
choice of all available 
products
Interactive experience to 
find the right product 
specification
Integrated reviews, FAQs, 
suggested alternatives, 
suggested complimentary 
products, etc.  
Immediate delivery  

Health Insurance

 

Travel

Ideal service:
Seamless online booking 
process, including tickets and 
itineraries, visa applications, 
personalized offers and add-ons
Streamlined airport experience 
with minimal face-to-face contact
Personalized offers during travel

Current 
service level

Good and getting better
90% of travel is booked online
Add-on services exist but not yet 
personalized
Airport experience could be improved
New inflight services appearing

3.5

Pharma
Current 
service level

Most online services aimed at HCPs are 
stuck in the ‘Content is King’ paradigm – 
the lowest level of digital service evolution 

1.5

Ideal service:
Buy insurance personalized 
for individual needs
Targeted choice of products 
depending on needs
Claims handled smoothly, 
transparently and 
objectively
Insurer takes responsibility 
for payments and 
third-party interaction 
when a claim is made

 

Current 
service level
Insurance companies 
still need face-to-face 
interactions to sell 
rather than support 
Easing the pain of 
covering bills with 
direct interfaces to 
hospitals, etc. 

3.0

3.0
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Unfortunately, not very favorably. Most of the 

online services available to HCPs today are still 

stuck in the least mature stages of service 

evolution, essentially just providing 

content—sometimes targeted—in a digital 

format. Compared to the sophistication we 

experience in some other industries, such as 

travel and retail, pharma industry interactions 

with HCPs have a lot of catching up to do.

This is all the more surprising when we consider 

that pharma industry companies often know a 

good deal about individual HCPs because they 

are required to register to prove they are an 

HCP. This alone is a huge missed opportunity to 

provide a richer customer experience.

The starting point for the pharma companies in 

developing the HCP customer journey should 

be ‘how can we improve patient care?’ The aim 

should be to offer an enhanced, personalized 

digital service to Dr. John that expands beyond 

the marketing-driven portals currently being 

offered in the industry.

To start with a Content as a Service (CaaS) 

example, market research has shown that HCPs 

would like more educational resources from 

pharma companies. This opens the door for the 

development of a user-focused digital 

experience, perhaps via an app, which keeps Dr. 

John up to date with the latest research, journal 

articles or medical conferences. The app could be 

expanded to include in-app registration for 

conferences, webinars or training courses, while 

potentially offering other add-ins to the learning 

environment. This experience would of course be 

curated to match Dr. John’s preferences based on 

his profile, search history and other indicators 

that can predict his needs. Such a service could 

also include voice assistants to help identify 

treatment plans, or virtual and augmented reality 

in training courses.

But the real changes in digital interactions with 

HCPs will come with transactional services. 

Instead of taking HCP portal content to the next 

level of digital maturity, pharma companies 

should start thinking about how to build a digital 

backbone to enhance their transactions with 

HCPs. Management of consent, transfer of value 

reporting, and ordering of products or samples 

are starting points for this.

There will also be opportunities to bring patients 

into the ecosystem as well. Connecting HCPs with 

their patients via new mobile technologies (such 

as medication adherence apps) could be 

leveraged while also providing HCPs with 

valuable real-time insights, such as estimating 

patient adopters.

The state of online services for healthcare professionals4

How does the pharmaceutical 
industry's interactions with 
healthcare professionals 
(HCPs) measure up to these 
other industries?

5



How do we move from the current immature level of pharmaceutical industry online 
interactions with HCPs to the more mature levels? We suggest a five-step approach:

Forging new digital relationships with HCPs
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Foster 
Inclusivity

Identify 
Touchpoints

Formulate 
Ideas

Develop 
Process

Innovate

The silos of pharma division need to 
be broken and key departments such 
as R&D, Clinical Trials, Medical Affairs 
and Commercial all need to be involved in identifying 
and defining new potential online services.   

Research the current customer 
experience journey and how Pharma 
firms interact with HCPs.  

Develop potential service-oriented, 
personalized interactions with HCPs 
that take into account impact third-
party integrations and technologies.   

Prioritize, run proof of concepts 
(PoCs) and execute. 

Work on continuous improvement 
to new services, complemented by 
effective innovation governance
(guidelines/oversight when expanding service features).     

6



Pharma companies have some catching 

up to do to start offering services whose 

digital maturity is on a par with what we 

are used to from other industries and 

even from government. Services should 

at a minimum meet the "content as a 

service" model but should aim for true 

"transactional services" within the next 

2–3 years. For this to happen, three 

shifts need to take place:

In 2000, an online service was provided as an 
alternative to paper-based tax filing in Estonia. 
Today, the country is one of the most advanced 
e-societies in the world, allowing its taxpayers to 
login online, review a prefilled tax form, change and 
approve it within minutes. The system is a 
tremendous success and 97% of all tax declarations 
in Estonia are managed using this service.

 While it's true the pharma 

industry is highly regulated and this will 

to some extent limit what can be 

provided (in the short term), there 

needs to be a shift in the ingrained view 

that "pharma is different” to other 

industries.

Conclusions and recommendations6

01

 A more customer-centric 

approach is needed so that HCPs have a 

consistent ‘joined-up’ user experience 

when dealing with different people and 

departments within the pharma 

company. Each department should be 

able to see the complete history of 

interactions with the HCP
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 The ecosystem of HCP services 

should be integrated with shared 

technical infrastructure so that HCPs 

can log into different services (even 

across different pharma companies) 

with the same ID, profile information 

and preferences.
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In December 1995, Alaska Airlines sold the first 
ticket online. By 1998, almost all other carriers were 
selling tickets online, with 42% of tickets booked 
online by 2005. Today, 90% of bookings are made 
online and the digital service has expanded to 
include experiences spanning the full travel 
experience.

Digital services in the healthcare insurance area 
are rapidly evolving. Companies such as Ping An in 
China and Oscar in the US offer online access to all 
documents and invoice scanning with the 
smartphone. Recently, their digital platform can 
also connect patients, doctors and pharmacists 
online, while incorporating AI for around-the-clock 
medical prescriptions.

Building a digital society with 
e-Estonia

Towards a one-stop healthcare 
ecosystem platform
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Alaska Airlines, online ticket 
sales pioneer 

This paper was authored in collaboration with Jan Deman, Head of CX Digital EUCAN @Takeda


