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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

C3i Solutions recently completed a pharmaceutical and life sciences industry benchmarking survey 

designed to evaluate the current social media landscape, including adoption of social media channels, the 

maturity of social media programs, and emerging trends.  

 

Findings reveal that based on the industry’s current level of participation in social media, utilization of 

technology, and effectiveness of social programs, the pharma industry is in the early stages of social 

media maturity. In fact, only 13% of those that participated in the study indicated that they find their 

current social media programs as very or extremely effective.  

 

This is to be expected from such a highly-regulated industry that is only just beginning to understand and 

embrace the public nature of social media. This lingering apprehension over social platforms continues to 

shape — and in some cases, limit — social media participation for survey respondents. Our survey found 

that top areas of concern are regulatory challenges, quantifying the ROI of social media and managing 

large volumes of social data with limited resources.  

 

As the industry moves toward greater social media maturity, there is tremendous opportunity for 

companies to advance their social media presence and participation. Our study provides insight into 

growing trends and future opportunities. Increased focus is being given to: strategies that tie social media 

to existing business goals; social listening projects that glean insights, even from adverse events; when to 

safely engage and deliver customer service; managing volume with a combination of technology and 

trained staff; and integrating social media data with external data sources.  

 

This comprehensive benchmarking study serves as a baseline for the life science industry’s current level 

of social media adoption. It can be leveraged by individual organizations to compare their social media 

programs against the industry average, and to measure future growth as the industry expands social 

media utilization to better serve patients, consumers and physicians.  
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SCOPE & METHODS 

The Social Media Benchmarking Survey targeted global pharmaceutical and life science professionals 

with direct or cursory responsibility for social media activities.  

The survey was completed by 30 respondents, including those with titles ranging from Director to C-level, 

in various functional areas. It was conducted online from September to November 2015, and focused on 

the following topics: 

 Challenges & Concerns: Leading social media concerns including success measures, regulatory 

compliance and operational delivery 

 Engagement & Performance: Social media sites, target audiences, engagement and program 

effectiveness 

 Technology & Reporting: Social media technology use, success measures and insights 

 People & Processes: Social media ownership, staff makeup, and specialty roles 

 Corporate Governance & Strategy: Strategic and tactical guidelines 

The survey concluded with seven maturity spectrum ratings, designed to measure the industry’s current 

adoption levels of a range of social media tactics. 

 

PARTICIPANT PROFILE & DEMOGRAPHICS 

Geography 

Survey respondents are located in the United States, Canada, Western Europe and Asia Pacific.  

Figure 1: Location of Survey Respondents 
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Company Size in Number of Employees  

Participants work in organizations that are evenly distributed between large, mid-sized and small 

companies. 

                         Figure 2: Company Size by Number of Employees 

 

 

Primary Role/Responsibility 

Survey respondents represent a variety of functional areas within their organizations. 10% have direct 

responsibility for social media strategy and execution, while the remaining 90% have primary reporting 

responsibility into Brand/Marketing, Sales, IT, or other departments. 

                                                                                                                                   Figure 3: Respondent Job Functions 
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CHALLENGES & CONCERNS 

Most Pressing Social Media Participation Concerns 

Social media has become an integral part of the lives of patients, caregivers and physicians - and there 

are several benefits for pharma’s participation with these audiences on social platforms. Admittedly, there 

are also a number of roadblocks delaying some from taking full advantage of social media – and the 

responses to this survey question accurately reflect that. 

        Figure 4: Respondents’ Most Pressing Social Media Concerns 

 
     *Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 

 

Discussion: 

The primary concerns facing the life sciences industry can be grouped into three main objectives: 

 Measuring Success: As with any new platform, professionals are tasked with quantifying the 

value and showcasing success against investment. The number one concern cited by survey 

respondents is Quantifying the ROI of Social Media, with more than half of participants citing this 

challenge. 

 Regulatory Compliance: In regulated industries, ensuring compliance is critical and increasingly 

challenging when coupled with the interactive and rapidly changing nature of social media, which 

effectively removes a layer of control. 47% of respondents cited Complying with Regulation and 

33% cited Finding Adverse Events and Implementing a Process to Report Them as top concerns. 

 Operational Delivery: Social media is a deviation from the comfort and simplicity of one-way 

messaging. For many, mapping out processes to logistically manage social media activities can 

be daunting. This challenge is evident with 43% of survey respondents citing concerns with the 

Volume of Social Media Posts and Resources Needed to Monitor/Engage, 36% citing Integrating 

Social Media with Other Channels for Insightful Reporting and 30% concerned with their Ability to 

Respond in a Timely and Consistent Manner.  
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ENGAGEMENT & PERFORMANCE 

Active Social Media Presence 

Survey participants disclosed the social media sites where their respective companies actively participate. 

As expected, the majority of respondents have a presence on Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn and YouTube. 

Visual platforms like Pinterest and Instagram ranked far lower, with 13% and 10% of respondents 

respectively, citing presence on these platforms.  

Figure 5: Current & Planned Social Media Platforms 

 
 

*Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 

 

Discussion: 

Presence on and participation in social media should be tied directly to goals. It is less critical to have a 

presence on every social platform than it is to select and focus efforts that will help meet business 

objectives. Understanding and leveraging the nuances of specific channels is necessary to a successful 

platform strategy. 

That being said, turning your attention to Instagram and Pinterest may be a wise investment, as the 

overall use of these sites continues to grow
1
. Captivating images and videos, like those common to these 

specific platforms, often receive higher engagement levels and generate more impactful influence than 

text. Approach these sites in a targeted way that takes into account your audience, engagement trends 

and strategic goals.  

Pinterest, for example, has recently been successfully utilized to support disease awareness, women’s 

health, corporate responsibility and philanthropic initiatives
2
.   

1) http://www.smartinsights.com/social-media-marketing/social-media-strategy/new-global-social-media-research/ 

2) https://www.intouchsol.com/blog/new-uses-for-pinterest-by-pharma  

  
Active Today 

  
Planned in Next 12 Months 

http://www.smartinsights.com/social-media-marketing/social-media-strategy/new-global-social-media-research/
https://www.intouchsol.com/blog/new-uses-for-pinterest-by-pharma
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Target Audience 

Most survey respondents indicated that they aim to reach a variety of audiences through social media — 

including healthcare providers (HCPs), caregivers, patients, media sources and investors. Healthcare 

providers topped the list as the most important audience the group hoped to reach, with 67% of survey 

participants currently pursuing this group, and another 13% expecting to target them within the next year.  

Patients are also an audience of interest to those who took the survey, with 60% currently targeting them 

and another 23% planning to focus on them within the next 12 months. With recent buzz around patient 

engagement and patient-centricity, it should come as a no surprise that life sciences companies are 

looking to social media to directly target this audience.    

 

Figure 6: Current & Planned Social Media Target Audiences 

 
             *Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 

 

Discussion: 

 Segmentation: As survey respondents indicate plans to increase targeted social media efforts 

for all audience groups, it is essential to customize an approach to maximize goals to reach, 

influence or learn from key audiences. Profile group segmentation needs to remain a key element 

to social platform, content and market research strategies.  

 

 Physician Insights: HCPs, especially physicians, are a critical audience – one that 

pharmaceutical manufacturers value as a source of insight for product feedback and 

understanding patient behaviors. Monitoring this audience on social media has historically been 

challenging. While this group is certainly communicating on social platforms, it tends to be in a 

different manner than patients, who openly share. Physicians strongly value peer-to-peer insight 

and validation and are much more likely to communicate on closed professional communities 

such as Sermo, Doximity or QuantiaMD. Engaging in social listening programs to gain insights 

into brand, therapeutic area or disease state are one of the best ways to initially target this group. 
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Social Media Engagement 

Survey participants indicated where they actively engage on social media, meaning where they post and 

respond to posts. The majority of respondents engage on corporate and brand social media properties — 

83% and 60%, respectively. Fewer indicated participation on closed communities (40%) and only a 

quarter of survey participants identify and respond to company or brand-specific mentions in the broad 

social space, outside of owned pages.   

 

Figure 7: Social Media Engagement 

 

*Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 
 

Discussion: 

The pharma industry has been slow to implement effective social media engagement tactics. The survey 

results indicate a greater comfort level engaging on platforms where there is more control, such as 

corporate Facebook pages. While regulatory restrictions were once seen as the sole challenge to 

engagement, that concern is now merged with the industry’s limited experience with social platforms and 

engagement processes. 

As in any public forum, documented engagement strategies should precede interaction. By developing 

specific guidelines that outline clear and consistent interaction, content approval and escalation 

procedures, pharma executives can adequately prepare for interaction on social media.  
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Current Social Media Activities 

While all major life sciences companies have a visible presence on social media, the hesitation for active 

participation presents areas of opportunity to better understand and support key stakeholders. The survey 

data reveals that many respondents are utilizing social media for public relations (60%) and brand 

insights (57%).  

Figure 8: Current Social Media Activities 

*Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 
 

Discussion: 

These results are not surprising – promotional and brand monitoring activities have a clear value case, 

and are considered ‘low-risk’ in terms of ease of complying with regulatory requirements. The survey also 

yielded several interesting trends in the areas of social customer service, adverse event detection and 

brand insights. 

Social Customer Service 

Providing customer care via social media has not been a point of focus for the pharma industry. Less than 

half of survey respondents are currently utilizing social media for customer service and product inquiry 

support. However, consumer and patient expectations have been set by other industries, and social 

customer care has become the status quo. At a time when many are looking ‘beyond the pill’ to put the 

patient at the center of their goals, enhancing the consumer experience through social media is 

necessary, and possible, with consideration of these strategic steps: 

 Define Clear Expectations – Compliance with regulatory framework is key. Some conversations 

simply cannot take place in public social forums, but others can. Clearly outline scope and 

parameters for the ‘who’, ‘what’ and ‘where’ of social customer care efforts for your organization. 

 Be Flexible – Prepare for live engagement by identifying expected inquiries and needs. Develop 

pre-approved response templates and provide training to empower support personnel to freely 

provide responses for standard requests. Outline clear escalation procedures to expedite unique 

inquiries – week-long approval processes just won’t cut it on social media. 

 Start Small – Successful engagement initiatives often begin with a single brand or project. Begin 

with a limited scope on owned pages to gain experience and hone in on best practices before 

expanding to additional social platforms. 



 

10 | P a g e  

 

Adverse Event Detection 

Roughly a quarter of survey respondents are currently monitoring social media for potential adverse 

events. While AE monitoring is expected on owned social properties, we’ve seen two primary drivers for 

lack of broader traction in social AE monitoring:  

1. Concerns over volume of posts  

2. Complying with regulation within specified timeframes  

While complying with necessary drug safety requirements may seem daunting, implementing clear 

manageable processes, like those that triage and transfer adverse events to pharmacovigilance teams, 

can help alleviate these concerns. Though it requires significant strategic planning, the value of 

monitoring for adverse events far outweighs the effort. AEs can provide valuable product and patient 

behavior insights, and can identify trends and early warning signs allowing you to augment risk strategies. 

Brand Insights 

Only half of the audience surveyed is monitoring social media for posts specific to their brand. Social 

media is one of the largest sources of unsolicited feedback about brands from patients, consumers and 

even physicians. As such, there is tremendous opportunity to utilize social media for market research and 

insights. Targeted social listening projects can reveal valuable awareness into competitive landscape, 

brand health, prescribing trends, adherence barriers, pre- and post-launch analysis, etc. 

 

Social Program Effectiveness 

Relevant social participation is important, but effectiveness of these social programs is the true measure 

of success. Survey respondents rated their own social program effectiveness, with a majority calling their 

programs Somewhat Effective (57%) and only 13% citing that their programs are Very Effective or 

Extremely Effective. 

Figure 9: Effectiveness of Current Social Media Programs 

 

*Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 
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Discussion: 

These self-rated effectiveness measures are very telling for the pharmaceutical industry. Less than half of 

the audience (40%) described their social media programs as Effective or better. This rating indicates an 

industry whose confidence in social media is still maturing, and points to the tremendous amount of 

opportunity to improve social media presence and participation. As experience with social listening, 

targeted content and valuable two-way interaction expands, the industry can expect to see greater 

confidence and success with social programs. 

 

TECHNOLOGY & REPORTING 

Social Media Technology Utilization - Tools 

A variety of social media technology platforms can be utilized to make identifying and viewing relevant 

social conversations easier. The survey results reveal that the most popular tools are some of the most 

established platforms in the industry: Hootsuite and Social Studio.  

Figure 10: Social Media Tools Utilized 

         

*Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 
 

Discussion:  

Nearly half of survey respondents are not using any third party social monitoring technologies. This is 

indicative of early-stage individual projects. Native social page monitoring is a wise step to initially 

understand audience and conversations. When objectives, scope and volume warrant social technology 

support, evaluate solutions that match specific needs to support social listening, engagement or analytics. 
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Social media technology solutions offer opportunities to add value and expand existing processes by 

combining monitoring efficiencies, customization with keywords and queries, team engagement queues, 

summary reporting and trend identification.  

Investment in such technology should occur once any of the following criteria are met: 

 Social monitoring objectives require multiple team members, and technology is utilized to manage 

monitoring volume and avoid redundancy. 

 Scope of monitoring is expanded to include content from brand mentions on public social 

platforms, and automated technology is utilized to identify relevant conversations. 

 Engagement and response to relevant social comments becomes part of strategy, and 

technology solutions are implemented as an engagement interface. 

 

Social Media Technology Utilization – Activities  

Respondents are using social media technology primarily for community management and content 

distribution, and reporting – with 44% of respondents identifying each of these activities. 

     Figure 11: Activities Conducted Utilizing Social Media Tools 

 

*Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 
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Discussion:  

To gain the greatest value from social monitoring and engagement activities, there’s tremendous 

opportunity to combine social media technologies with a human perspective. Automated tools are 

extremely useful for pulling in social posts from a variety of networks and filtering the buzz down to what’s 

relevant. But utilizing trained social media specialists to add meaningful analysis to that data is a best 

practice. 

Currently only 22% of participants are utilizing trained staff to manually add classification to consumer 

posts. Social media serves as a perpetual focus group and a constant source of insights. Applying 

classification tags provides the ability to look beyond summary reports and sentiment data provided by 

automated tools to identify true insights – uncovering trends for competitive analysis, product concerns, 

group profile analysis, launch progress, and corporate risk. 

 

Success Metrics 

According to the survey, social media success metrics fell into the following three categories: 

 Exposure – These metrics, such as impressions and followers, are the easiest to track and 

provide an overview of volume and reach for social content.  

 Impact – Measurements such as influence and content effectiveness describe how content and 

social participation impacts audiences. 

 Productivity – Quantitative measures in this category reflect the quality and efficiency of social 

engagement. 

The majority of survey participants (78%) are tracking exposure metrics to monitor community growth and 

provide a topline indicator of brand health. Far fewer (15%) are currently capturing impact metrics, which 

can be more difficult to define and monitor, but often provide a deeper indication into the value of social 

activities. Productivity metrics are being tracked by very few survey participants (7%) to monitor 

interaction and response efficiency. 

Figure 11: Social Media Success Metrics 
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Discussion: 

Considering the previously discussed primary uses of social media amongst the pharmaceutical industry 

– namely promotion and public relations – it makes sense that the metrics used to track social efforts 

align to high level trends. Broad “exposure” measures aim to help companies keep a pulse on trending 

conversations, industry-relevant topics and brand mentions. 

The next big wave for pharmaceutical participation in social media is engagement. Some forward-thinking 

brands are already engaging directly with individuals to deliver patient education and support. For the 

teams that are already engaging, operational metrics that monitor productivity and response times will 

prove to be valuable tools to track and deliver satisfying interactions and move closer to quantifying ROI.  

 

Analytics & Insights 

Survey responses indicate solid interest in gleaning insights into the following key focus areas: Product 

Promotion, Safety, Audience and Industry Intelligence.  

Figure 12: Social Media Insights 

 
*Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 

 

Discussion: 

Insights from social media support the goals of multiple departments, including marketing and brand 

teams. For those not already taking advantage of social media as a source of unsolicited insights, 

developing social listening and market research strategies with targeted goals can provide timely 

feedback into the patient journey to supplement traditional market research efforts. 

Only 19% of respondents indicated that they are interested in utilizing social media to learn more about 

potential adverse events (AEs). Not only is it necessary for drug safety initiatives, but tracking potential 

AEs presents an opportunity to better understand patient behavior, product concerns and brand 

sentiment. Individual AEs may offer little insight when evaluated in isolation, but when all potential AEs 

are observed in aggregate across multiple social media platforms, valuable learnings begin to surface. 
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PEOPLE & PROCESSES  

There are many ways to staff and manage social media activities. For organizations that manage social 

media in-house, the work is typically conducted by a dedicated social media team, brand teams or 

Marketing/Communications departments. When entrusting social media management to an outside 

vendor, survey respondents are opting for a specialized social media partner. 

The most notable finding in this area is that 40% of survey participants have no social media roles staffed 

at all. Likely their brand or marketing personnel are handling social media activities part-time as part of 

their responsibilities.  

Figure 13: Social Media Staffing 

 

 

Discussion: 

Many in the industry are in the process of identifying the best method for structuring social media 

activities across brands and departments. Some are finding a centralized social media function is the best 

approach. Under this design, core functions and decisions regarding social strategy, technology and 

governance are consolidated under a single group, while execution and implementation efforts are left to 

individual brand teams. 

Others have begun to engage specialized social media partners that can help fill gaps and accelerate 

progress by sourcing social technology solutions, providing regulatory insights and designing social 

processes and engagement guidelines. 
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CORPORATE GOVERNANCE & STRATEGY   

Process development and strategic direction are critical first steps when venturing into or expanding 

scope within the social media landscape. The survey results indicated, somewhat surprisingly, that only 

roughly half have developed a Corporate Social Media Strategy, and far fewer have developed other 

critical policies.  

Figure 14: Social Media Obligations & Strategy 

 

*Note:  Percentages derived from multi-select survey question; responses will total greater than 100% 

Discussion: 

There is a clear opportunity here for life sciences organizations to focus additional effort on guidelines 

and procedures that document regulatory responsibilities, strategic direction and framework for 

engagement on social media, as these guidelines provide critical monitoring and consistent interaction in 

such a public platform.  

Consider these two paths when developing guidelines:  

1. What is Required? Determine what your obligations are with the information you plan to share, 

as well as what you might see. Include what is specifically regulated by the FDA (and similar 

regulating bodies) as well as existing corporate policies. Tactics like adverse event reporting, risk-

benefit balance and differing regulations by country must be considered.  

It’s important to have a plan in place not only for expected activities, but also (perhaps even more 

critically) unexpected events. Documented security protocols, escalation procedures and 

interaction guidelines can serve social media teams well in the event of crisis, backlash or viral 

media event. Such guidelines are even more essential for brands that are prone to attracting 

controversy. 

2. What are My Goals and Objectives? Understanding how social media will fit into and support 

an organization or brand’s overall strategy is critical – not to create a separate strategy specific to 

digital platforms. Once clear objectives are outlined, layer on target audience, brand persona, and 

interaction guidelines as participation in social media expands.   
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Fear of social media in the life sciences industry is dwindling. While most would prefer clearer guidelines, 

there is an abundance of guidance, warning letter learnings and live engagement examples to craft a 

strategic approach to social media that fits key business goals. 

 

SOCIAL MEDIA MATURITY INDEX 

Survey respondents completed a series of questions intended to determine the life science industry’s 

current state of social media maturity.  

Based on the study, the industry is currently in phase 2 – Testing. While most organizations are 

participating in social media, many of their endeavors thus far have been siloed and narrow in scope.  

As the industry becomes more comfortable with social media, we should expect to see such things as 

centralizing processes, safely expanding engagement with target audiences, and integrating with external 

data sources for deeper insights. 

The social media maturity index also allows individual organizations to determine where they stand in 

relation to the industry average. While it’s unlikely that many in this space have already attained the 

Innovation level ranking in more than one or two categories, it’s helpful to assess and track progress 

among industry peers. 

 

Figure 15: Social Media Maturity Index 

 

The sections below describe in greater detail the industry’s current level of maturity in a variety of social 

media focus areas, as well as practical steps to expand opportunities in this space.  
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Current State 

 Content developed and customized for 
specific social media platforms 

Future Opportunity 

 Link content to overall objectives for social 
and traditional channels 

 Quantify content effectiveness against key 
business objectives using analysis from 
customized social media technology 

 Consistent messaging exists across 
branded properties 

 Operationalize social engagements for 
greater tracking of ROI 

 Integrate social support with offline 
engagement teams 

 Selection of social media technology is 
done in siloes by individual brand or    
project teams 

 Define processes and utilize trained staff to 
ensure technology selections meet broader 
business needs 

 Integrate social media technology with 
other systems to enhance workflows 

 Social media intelligence is limited to 
standard reporting from out-of-the-box 
monitoring technology 

 Apply custom tags and categories to social 
media posts for deeper insights 

 Integrate social media and traditional 
channel data for company-wide intelligence 

 Non-dedicated staff utilized to monitor 
and engage with target audiences on 
social media platforms 

 Organize dedicated social media teams 
with oversight from centralized corporate 
hub 

 Integrate social media resources with core 
multi-channel engagement teams 

 Monitoring and interaction strategies are 
developed by individual departments or 
brands 

 Develop crisis management procedures 
and AE identification and triage processes  

 Deliver consistent interactions across 
channels based on clear rules of 
engagement 

 Social media policy being developed 

 Establish social registry, security protocols, 
and key points of contact 

 Document enterprise-wide internal controls 
to ensure compliance 
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CONCLUSION 

Industry expectations, patient needs and technology are constantly evolving and as they do, life sciences 

organizations need to evolve with them.  

As patient-centricity continues to move into the foreground, it’s becoming increasingly necessary to 

identify compliant methods to safely engage, support and learn from key stakeholders through social 

media platforms.  

Below are the seven emerging trends expected to serve as key drivers in social media participation for 

the life sciences industry over the next 18 months. 

Driving Trends in Social Media  
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C3i Solutions has provided the survey results and analysis as a resource to understand growing trends, 

benchmark progress against the industry and align strategies for managing successful future initiatives.  
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