The Healthcare
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Compliance, transparency and multi-channel
marketing drive positive change for meetings
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Healthcare meetings are facing increased
regulations limit activities. In addition,
increasingly selective about the events they
digital channels seek to emulate interaction
meetings.

scrutiny, as ever more rigid compliance
healthcare professionals are becoming
attend, as they struggle for time and new
remotely, threatening the format of some

The Healthcare Meetings Forum 2013 demonstrated that these challenges, faced by
pharma, medical societies, agencies / providers and physicians alike, are in fact leading
to an evolution of events that will ultimately deliver more valuable engagement on all
sides, and better outcomes for patients.
This white paper, summarising the proceedings and key messages from this year’s
event, explains why there is actually a bright future in store for healthcare meetings.
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Introduction
Healthcare meetings have always represented
an important channel for connecting the
pharmaceutical industry, medical societies and
healthcare providers, based on a synergistic
relationship around pharma providing essential
medical education and funds, in return for
access to, and relationship building with, its key
customers in supporting patients – healthcare
prescribers, opinion leaders and payers.

with over a third feeling that the industry
was not working together to drive positive
change.

But recent developments have threatened this
symbiotic relationship, causing many to ask
whether such events are inexorably heading
towards extinction. The challenges faced include an
increasingly restrictive regulatory environment for
pharma-sponsored meetings, where compliance
and transparency tightly govern all activities, the
explosion of digital engagement techniques that
allow the sharing of information remotely and the
evolution of medical congresses, which also have
to adapt in line with this new environment.

• Corporate healthcare meetings
matching future needs.
• The future is here – multi-channel
marketing.
• What will drive the evolution of
medical congresses?

The objective of the Healthcare Meetings Forum
2013 was therefore to explore what successful
meetings will look like in the future and provide
some direction, based around three core
sessions:

Critically, the forum recognised the value of
bringing different stakeholders together in a
physical meeting to generate dialogue and
share experiences, with each presentation
being accompanied by a panel discussion, and
a significant portion of the day devoted to
networking and group workshops. This white
paper represents a summary of these sessions,
covering the specific challenges posed by each,
key developments in relation to this and potential
solutions for the future.

The Healthcare Meetings Forum, in its second
iteration in 2013, looked to address these
challenges, by bringing together those with a
vested interest in successful meetings – pharma
industry professionals, healthcare providers,
agencies and suppliers. Their concerns were
surveyed ahead of the meeting, in the truest
spirit of the engagement principle, with over 40% There is some confidence that healthcare
highlighting declining attendee numbers and lack meetings have a strong future but, true to
of understanding from their ‘client stakeholders’ the nature of Darwin, evolution is vital for
as major challenges, and almost two-thirds survival.
flagging compliance as
the over-riding challenge
Figure 1: Proportion of pre-event panel rating healthcare meeting
(figure 1).

factors as 1 or 2 on a 5 point scale, with 1 being the most challenging

So while half (55%) of
those surveyed ahead
of the meeting said they
were ‘positive generally’
for the future of healthcare
meetings,
deeper
questioning revealed some
underlying concerns about
some of the changes taking
place and what this would
mean for the sector. There
seemed to be a degree
of confusion and anxiety
about how such meetings
needed to adapt, and the
necessary path to change
seemed somewhat murky,
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Compliance challenges
Declining event volumes
Understanding and appreciation of
challenges by "client stakeholder"

Operational challenges
Performance of suppliers
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Session One:
Corporate Healthcare Meetings Matching Future Needs
Objectives
The first session of the day, entitled ‘Corporate
Healthcare Meetings Matching Future Needs’ was
designed to explore the interface between the
pharmaceutical industry and healthcare providers
through medical education meetings. The following
areas were proposed for investigation:

• What are stakeholders doing to
make this channel viable?
• How do healthcare providers plan
their scientific education needs?
• Is it logistically harder to deliver
face-to-face healthcare provider
meetings today?
• The compliance dimension.
Session Summary
Angelique Russell (formerly Associate Director
of Meetings and New Channels at Bristol-Myers
Squibb) and Roeland van Aelst (VP Healthcare
Compliance EMEA & Canada at Johnson & Johnson)
presented the industry perspective, supported by
Professor Daniel Hochhauser (Consultant Medical
Oncologist at University College, London),who
brought the view from the healthcare provider.
The overriding feeling from all sides was that, as the
regulatory and broader communications landscape
has shifted, such meetings have struggled to
adapt at an equivalent pace. Reflecting on the
last ten years, Professor Hochhauser recalled the
meetings of 2003, where there was a plethora of
large events focussed on new blockbuster cancer
medications, with a more direct promotional slant
and a high level of unrestricted grants.
As both sides acknowledged, compliance has
played a big role in driving the change away from
this formula, but the increasing time pressures
on healthcare providers and the rise of non-event
media have also made an impact. But there was
equal agreement that the demise of corporate
healthcare meetings has been greatly
exaggerated; instead we are merely seeing
adaptation. The pharma industry is certainly
diversifying its approach, so while ‘promotional’
meetings are still active, there is also a drive
towards more ‘non-promotional’ engagement
as the value of time with prescribers is recognised,
which leads to downstream benefit.
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Reproduced from the presentation by Angelique Russell

So what does a meeting in 2013, and beyond,
that delivers value to both sides look like?
Professor Hochhauser provided some clear
guidance here, urging the industry to focus first
and foremost on the needs of the physicians.
For him, what makes taking time out from the
clinic to travel to an event worthwhile is the
opportunity to network with peers, discuss
recent experiences / real-life case studies
and receive non-promotional education that
contributes to his continual medical education,
which in turn helps his patients. Critically, he
does see real value in taking healthcare
providers out of the clinic, where they can
focus on such networking, which raises a flag for
the limitations of virtual meetings.

“Recent developments have
threatened this symbiotic
relationship, causing many to
ask whether such events are
inexorably heading towards
extinction”
Angelique Russell’s recent experience mirrors
this recognition of the value of pharma facilitating
such peer-to-peer interaction for medics, rather
than didactically imparting information, which
is driving an increasing volume of smaller,
more focussed meetings, rather than the
large blockbuster-focussed ones more
prevalent in the past. But one cannot escape
the significant impact that compliance is having
on the pace of change, as she reminded the
audience that online events are not a route
around this – whether virtual or physical,
meetings have to ensure compliance to
avoid problems downstream.
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Figure 2: Compliance is underpinned by values, rules and perception

Perception Optimized
Rules Shaped
Value Based
Reproduced from the presentation by Roeland van Aelst

Roeland van Aelst, who has the no doubt
challenging job of ensuring compliance for
Johnson & Johnson’s medical activities across
the broad EMEA and Canada region, presented
a refreshing perspective on compliance.
Rather than viewing this as a ‘boxes to be
ticked’ approach, he sees it as pivotal to
the culture of the modern pharmaceutical
company, with the regulations merely acting as
a starting point.
With any rules, there are grey areas, and his
approach is to apply three levels of sense checking
around compliance, starting with a value-based
approach, which defines ethical behaviour within
the organisation above and beyond the legal
regulations (figure 2). For Johnson & Johnson,
this is neatly conveyed by the company credo,
which perhaps reflects its age (and wisdom) by
placing the needs of physicians and patients
first and foremost.
The regulations can then be applied on top of
this layer of ethics, but a final third tier sits atop
the compliance pyramid, which he described as
ensuring activities are ‘perception-optimized’. In
simple terms, this is the ‘red face test’ – would you
feel comfortable with your company’s activities
being on the front page of an international
newspaper, even if it complies with regulations?
It is here where simply placing activities into a
‘right’ or ‘wrong’ list falls down – the context
is equally important. For example, providing
hospitality to doctors around a meeting is fine,
provided it is not excessive. Accommodating them
in a five star hotel, with a Michelin starred chef
serving dinner is, however, likely to result in red
faces all round.

The Healthcare Meetings Forum 2013

Conclusions
Based on the presentations, discussion and
associated workshops, a number of key points
emerged as conclusions from this first session:
•

Corporate healthcare meetings must adapt
in terms of scale and approach to deliver
value by facilitating higher quality peer-topeer information sharing, which is anchored
to the science. The key here seems to be an
increasing focus on ‘return-on-objectives,
rather than ‘return-on-investment’, with
direct promotion and financial impact not
always the driving force.

•

The concomitant value to pharma is not
in direct promotion, but in understanding
its customer needs and strengthening long
term relationships.

•

Merely ticking the compliance boxes is
not enough – activities must be screened
in line with corporate culture / ethics and
external perception.

•

Compliance is not a barrier to meetings,
merely a challenging environment within
which to drive optimal scientific information
exchange and behaviours across the sector.

Interestingly,
when
asked
post-meeting
whether new compliance regulations would
improve healthcare meetings, an overwhelming
86% responded in the affirmative, seeing it
as driving the delivery of more scientifically
valuable meetings.
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Session Two:
The Future is Here – Multi-Channel Marketing
Objectives
Whilst clear arguments exist for the value of faceto-face interaction and networking, none of the
stakeholders involved in healthcare meetings
can ignore the meteoric rise of multi-channel
marketing. The question is what role, if any, it
has in the space currently filled by meetings.
During this session, the following points were
therefore explored:

• Where do meetings fit in product
marketing?
• Broader audience engagement
trends; e.g. hybrid meetings.
• Trends from the medical
communications community.
Session Summary
To ensure this session was more than just an
abstract discussion around the theoretical merits
of multi-channel communication and marketing
approaches, a trio of panellists discussed both the
rationale for its use as a technique and how it is
practically being applied.
Both Andrew Wilmot (Marketing Consultant
with Aardvark Marketing) and Steve Wynne
(Innovation Director at Virgo Health) have
considerable experience of applying such
approaches to the healthcare space, particularly
through incorporating digital channels. Susie
Figure 3: Proportion of pre-event panel seeing
evidence of multi-channel marketing in action

Hide (Director at the European Association of
Neurosurgical Societies) is a relative newcomer
to digital and social media, but has already put
them to good use in supporting the growth of the
medical association within which she operates.

“There was equal agreement that the
total demise of corporate healthcare
meetings has been greatly
exaggerated; instead we are merely
seeing adaptation”
The vast majority of those attending had already
seen multi-channel approaches in action (figure
3), but Andrew Wilmot laid down the basics for all
those who perhaps felt slightly intimidated by the
new virtual world in which we live, reminding the
audience that such ‘multi-channel marketing’ is
simply just ‘marketing’ applied in lots of different
ways (ie. there is marketing strategy, not digital
/ non-digital strategy). He also provided some
compelling reasons why it can complement
traditional engagement so nicely, by:

•
•
•
•

expanding the customer reach;
reducing engagement costs;
improving the customer experience;
and reinforcing other activities.

Digital approaches do have some unique
considerations though. While it offers the potential
for a much more engaging interaction, this does
depend on having the right technology and
customers who are ready for such engagement –
neither should be assumed. Nor can one forget the
importance of real life peer-to-peer networking,
as previously explained, so digital channels
should be viewed more as complementing
such activities, rather than replacing them.
Steve Wynne took the audience out of its
compliance-centric pharma comfort zone and
into the realms of how multi-channel is being
used in all kinds of extremely creative ways in
the broader healthcare space, by reviewing some
of the winning campaigns from the IPA Best of
Health 2013 awards.

Yes

No

Yes, with
limited use of
techniques
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Don't
know

Not
applicable

Two campaigns, in particular, demonstrated
how an integrated multi-channel engagement
approach can really deliver results – a blood
donation campaign in Shanghai, China, and the
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Figure 4: The European Association of Neurosurgical Societies is embracing social media

slightly closer-to-home Stoptober campaign from
the UK, which sought to incentivise people to stop
smoking (with the latter campaign, at the time of
writing, being repeated). Both did an impressive
job of integrating digital, interactive / social media,
events, print and broadcast media together for a
cumulative impact greater than the sum of
their parts.
For the sceptic that might admire such creative
marketing, but consider it too uncontrolled for the
pharmaceutical industry, Susie Hide provided an
excellent demonstration of how social media can be
used to drive interaction in the medical community,
and also how, by starting small, you can learn as
you progress. In her capacity as Director of the
European Association of Neurosurgical Societies
(EANS), she has implemented a Facebook strategy
to drive membership, with signs of success.

“What makes taking time out from
the clinic to travel to an event
worthwhile is the opportunity to
network with peers”
By understanding the profile of the target
audience – on average fifty-year old surgeons
in the case of EANS - you can understand where
they are spending time and engage with them via
their preferred channels. The proportion of such
individuals using LinkedIn and Twitter was found
to be quite low (19% and 11% respectively), but
over half of them (58%) were active users of
Facebook. Through launching a Facebook page
for EANS (figure 4) and blending professional and
‘warmer’ communications (including photos of
members enjoying social gatherings), the page
has attracted over 1,000 ‘fans’ and, critically, the
rate of new members joining the association has
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almost quadrupled in the last year.
A number of lessons have been learned along
the way, including a necessity to understand
your target customers and where they spend
time, allocating sufficient resource to effectively
manage digital / social media channels, doing
the right things and measuring the right metrics
against specific goals. However, one overarching
point around not being too ‘dry and scientific’
with online engagement is reflected in the valued
interaction found at live events, where peers
simply enjoy catching up.
This type of activity, and its success, also invites
a more fundamental question about medical
societies, and their virtual and physical presence.
Should their primary objectives perhaps
shift away from provision of information and
more towards increasing connectivity among
their members, which then leads to greater
information sharing?

Conclusions
Again, several key conclusions can be elucidated
from the presentations, panel discussion and
breakout workshops, which include:
•

Digital engagement is unlikely to ever
replace medical meetings, but multichannel approaches can significantly
empower them.

•

While multi-channel engagement has
some unique aspects, the same strategic
approach should be applied as for other
forms of marketing and communications.

•

Social media can be extremely effective at
building virtual communities, which then
drives the desire to physically meet.

•

To deliver successful outcomes via multichannel, multi-disciplinary teams must be
built internally with the right expertise to
conduct coordinated activities.

Checking the pulse of the attendees postmeeting revealed an overwhelming belief
(>90%)
that multi-channel will ultimately
support and enrich pharma-to-healthcare
provider interaction, with only a small minority
concerned about cannibalising traditional
meetings.
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Session Three:
What Will Drive the Evolution of Medical Congresses?
Objectives
The final presentation and panel session of the
Healthcare Meetings Forum 2013 took a view
forwards to see how the medical congress would
need to adapt to still deliver value. In particular, the
discussion hinged around increasing understanding
of the following areas:

• Medical Society strategies to
develop their meetings.
• The effects of change on virtual
congresses, compliance, CME
accreditation and logistics (e.g.
venue, accommodation, hospitality).
• Available data to determine changes
in the market place.
Session Summary
This session was led by two speakers, followed
by the final panel discussion. Caroline MacKenzie
(Director of Business Development at Congrex
Group) presented data from an Advisory Board that
convened the day before the forum, comprising
of pharmaceutical companies, medical societies
and specialist agencies. The Advisory Board had a
task to interpret some of the pre-forum surveying
and generate observations and conclusions. Nancy
Russotto (Member of the Eucomed Compliance
Panel) highlighted how efficient processes are
being rolled out to ensure events are compliant.
Caroline MacKenzie very much echoed the earlier
points around, however painful compliance can
be, there is associated benefit. For sure, there are
numerous challenges relating to both compliance
and the broader issues, including:

• lack of clarity or consistency on
global regulations;
• appropriate screening and selection
of destinations and specific venues;
• falling
numbers
of
attendees
(partially due to time constraints on
healthcare providers);
• and budgetary restrictions.
However, in stepping back and viewing the riskbenefit of addressing these challenges, the
Advisory Board group proposed that the longer
term picture is more optimistic. These factors
are all driving a more rigorous focus on
understanding the needs of attendees, being
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more selective in who to invite and developing
a more valuable programme. In addition, where
delegates are not fully funded to attend, due to
regulatory restrictions (which are expected to
drive an increase in attendee co-payment), they
are more likely to appreciate the value of what
they receive. In any case, over 75% of those
surveyed in the pre-event poll believed that
medical congress engagement would have
to become more sophisticated, and audience
centric, to safeguard and enhance the role of
the medical society meetings.
In terms of the process required to deal with
compliance, the work that Nancy Russotto is
involved in on the medical devices side at Eucomed
is a glimpse of the future for the pharmaceutical
industry. As part of the Eucomed Code of Ethical
Business Practice, adherence to which is required
for membership, the organisation has developed
an impressive conference vetting system, which
determines if they can be sponsored by commercial
companies (figure 5).
The vetting system assesses events on the basis
of six key criteria:

1. The programme (should be full and
scientific).
2. The venue (needs to be appropriate
for a medical congress rather than a
nice holiday).
3. Hospitality
and
accommodation
provided (should be appropriate to
the event).
4. The
social
programme
(beach
activities and golf days are a
negative).
5. Geographic location (again, must
be appropriate for business, rather
than leisure).
6. The level of communications support
(advertising inappropriate activities
or including family attendance in
registration fees is not allowed).
Currently, application for the full assessment can
be made 90 days prior to the event, but prescreening on the venue and accommodation can
be conducted more than 6 months ahead, to avoid
unnecessary commitment of budget.
The system is both effective and popular, with 181
conferences having been submitted in October
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2012, which had risen to 489 in September
2013. In addition, submission to the vetting
system is about to become mandatory – no
assessment will mean a negative assessment
- and companies exploiting loopholes around
direct versus in-direct sponsorship of events to
circumnavigate such systems are being exposed.
Nancy Russotto was also keen to reinforce that
Figure 5: EthicalMedTech is qualifying healthcare meetings in a
systematic way to ensure activities and venues are compliant

scientific data and promotional aspects can be
presented in harmony. Without the ability for
sponsors to communicate their messages, the
financial viability of exhibiting and sponsoring
congresses can be diluted.
Ultimately,
the
overarching
message
from both presentations was that stricter
compliance should not be viewed as a
negative, but a positive, which is driving the
right kind of engagement and value from
meetings on all sides.
Figure 6: Pre-event panel - are medical societies aware of and ready to
deliver the required financial transparency that is required by corporate?

Don't know

Reproduced from the presentation by Nancy Russotto

compliance is a two-way conversation.
By using the vetting system, companies are
gaining valuable insight into how to ensure their
sponsorship is compliant, and this is reflected
in the proportion of positive assessments. It is
also helping to educate non-corporate bodies,
which has caused problems historically, with
around three-quarters of those submitting to
the Eucomed vetting system in September 2013
being professional conference organisers, medical
societies or national associations.
This is an important aspect, as the pre-event
poll shows that just under a third (32%) of
those surveyed believe that medical societies
were not aware of, and ready to deliver,
the required financial transparency that is
required by corporates (figure 6). So while
some may view such systems with a certain level
of fear and trepidation, if it makes the process of
assessing compliance quicker, cheaper and easier,
plus raises the general level of knowledge around
compliance, this can only be a positive thing for
the industry.
As a closing point for this session review, it is
important to remember that there are many
aspects to compliance. The issues outlined here,
around the fundamental event organisational
compliance relating to venue etc. are one side of
the coin. The other, equally applicable side, is the
exact messages being shared, which must be onlabel, even if the event itself ticks all the boxes. As
we work to understand the route to organisational
compliance, we must also understand how
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No - there is a low level of
understanding and capability
Yes - some awareness but the
rules are not totally clear
Yes - a high level of capability
is already in place

Conclusions
The major points to take away from this final,
informative session were the following:
•

Compliance is here to stay – embrace it and
you will see the benefit in your meetings.
The reality is that we are probably only
25% of the way down the road to tighter
compliance, so there is more to come!

•

Medical congresses are still important
vehicles for physician engagement, but
must themselves move with the times to
remain so.

•

There is a need for all parties – pharma,
medical societies and providers – to be
aware of the rules around compliance,
because mandatory assessment is on its
way.

To reinforce these messages, the post-meeting
survey revealed that just over half the attendees
polled believed that regulations would be the
most important factor in shaping the future of
medical congresses.
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Event Conclusions
The presentations and discussions at the
Healthcare Meetings Forum 2013 very much
reflected the pace at which this space is evolving,
with some changes clearly visible from the
previous event in 2011. Compliance is the most
important aspect permeating everything to do
with meetings, but there is growing acceptance,
from all parties, that it is not a painful obstacle
to be overcome, but instead a guiding hand
that is steering such interaction between
the pharmaceutical industry and healthcare
providers in a direction that will deliver more
value for all.
For the pharma industry, this interaction will
continue further down a path of being more
‘hands off’, with some promotional meetings
being replaced by more balanced scientific
reviews, which still deliver significant benefit to
the corporate sponsors by giving them access
to the key decision-makers and influencers in
their market – the nature of ‘promotion’ has
changed. Indeed, a general shift in the types
of meetings and congresses may be inferred.
The perception may be of decreasing attendee
numbers, but the reality is more likely a shift away
from larger non-specific meetings to an increasing
volume of smaller, more focussed meetings
accompanying the major medical congresses.

“Healthcare meetings may be going
through some growing pains due to
change, but they will undoubtedly
emerge all the stronger for it in the
future”

Figure 7: Event attendees - how do you feel about
the future of healthcare meetings after the event?
0%
31.03%

10.34%

58.62%

Much more optimistic

Neutral

More optimistic

Much less / less optimistic

optimistic for the future, and over two-thirds
feeling more optimistic (figure 7).
Finally, it is interesting to observe that some of the
best ideas at the Healthcare Meetings Forum this
year came from the smaller breakout workshops
– seemingly the catalysts for solutions that work
on all sides. This neatly mirrors the type of peerto-peer interaction that doctors value so highly at
medical meetings, illustrating the value of learning
from one’s own experiences.
In the final analysis, healthcare meetings
may be going through some growing pains
due to change, but they will undoubtedly
emerge all the stronger for it in the future.

From the perspective of the healthcare provider,
the days of the ‘free lunch’ may have gone, but this
is driving a greater focus on the real purpose
of taking time away from patients, which is
to ensure, by networking with their peers and
interacting with new medical information through
a variety of other channels, that they are better
armed to support their patients when they return.
By the end of the day, the mood of the
forum was much more optimistic, with none
of those surveyed post-event feeling less
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Steering Committee Conclusions
With the 2013 Healthcare Meetings Forum
successfully concluded, the steering committee
reviewed the day’s proceedings, to see what
overarching conclusions could be elucidated, what
questions remain and which areas required further
exploration ahead of, and during, the next event.
The main points from the committee post-event
were:

• In bringing relevant stakeholders
together
for
discussion,
the
Healthcare
Meetings
Forum
represents just one day in what
needs to be a continuous and ongoing
conversation.
• Concerns about ‘volume’ of events
and attendees are misplaced. The
focus needs to be on the quality,
not quantity, of interaction, because
good quality, targeted events will
always be supported - a clear
message to the Medical Society
community to generate audience
recruitment strategies and science
and engagement methods to place
their meetings at the forefront of
scientific exchange.
• Compliance should be viewed as
a friend, not an enemy, as it will
ultimately drive healthcare meetings
in a more productive direction for all.
• The nature of ‘promotion’ is changing
– the pharma industry needs to show
a return to keep supporting medical
education, but that return can be
measured in engagement time with
prescribing influencers as much as
direct commercial impact.

Some questions and
exploration include:

areas

meriting

further

• What is the specific role in this
changing environment for a) large
medical congresses b) mid-size
events / meetings and c) smaller
highly targeted events?
• How do corporate sponsors deal
with all aspects of compliance, not
just those aspects relating to event
logistics?
• Given the changing nature of
healthcare meetings, how is the
value of corporate sponsorship
communicated
to
senior
management?
• What is the right balance / interplay
of multi-channel and social media
in
supporting
and
optimising
healthcare meetings?
• Where
should
the
weight
of
responsibility for compliance be
– pharma, agencies, venues or
healthcare providers?
These points, and more, represent good anchor
points for dialogues before, during and after the
next Healthcare Meetings Forum.

“Compliance should be viewed
as a friend, not an enemy, as it
will ultimately drive healthcare
meetings in a more productive
direction for all”

• A common focus on scientific
education is critical, which is
beneficial towards both the medical
and
commercial
interests
of
healthcare providers and the pharma
industry.
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