
As more people turn to social media and the internet 
for healthcare information, it is vital that Clinical  
Research Organizations (CROs) utilize digital  
strategies to engage participants and help clinical 
trials reach their enrolment targets.

Advances in cellphone technology, ease of access to the internet and the 

emergence of social media have revolutionized the way in which participants 

are recruited to clinical trials. With 72% of internet users now seeking  

healthcare information online,1 web-based strategies and digital communications 

are proving integral to engaging and keeping participants engaged.
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1 Pew Research Center Report (2013). http://www.pewinternet.org/2013/01/15/health-online-2013



One of the most effective strategies is for CROs to partner with online patient communities. Users 
of community-driven websites are highly engaged, highly motivated to share information and eager 
to advance treatment. These communities provide a rich source of potential participants because 
they are already empowered to improve their health and more pre-disposed to take part in a trial 
than a random patient population. 

While some CROs work with existing online communities to find patients for clinical trials, others 
have started their own online groups – whether a disease-specific forum that uses its data-sharing 
platform to find potential participants or a service matching and connecting patients with clinical 
trials. Some websites even include a built-in clinical trial search engine so potential participants 
can discover which trials are currently recruiting.
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It seems many CROs still rely on traditional media to recruit participants, such as print, radio and 
television. Although these channels have demonstrated reasonable results, the outputs can be 
costly and time-consuming to both produce and disseminate. In addition, their reach for a diverse  
or broad enough patient population can be limited. Web-based media can target higher volumes  
of specific candidates in a faster time. Supplementing traditional media with flexible and affordable 
digital communications maximizes recruitment opportunities and ensures that the right message  
is delivered to more of the right people.

MULTI-CHANNEL APPROACH

EMBRACE DIGITAL SPACE 

Users of community-driven websites are highly engaged, 

highly motivated to share information and eager to 

advance treatment. 
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Targeting patient communities through social networking sites, such as Facebook, Twitter or 
Snapchat, can educate people about clinical research, promote awareness of previous successful 
trials and provide information on new product launches. Instagram is also gaining traction in the 
patient recruitment space. With over 400 million users, the visual social platform has recently 
expanded its ad capabilities to all businesses. Which means images and 30-second videos can  
now be delivered to large audiences in a shorter time frame.

Videos, animations and webcasts are another effective direct-to-patient strategy. Their visual 
format means conveying messages are easier to consume making it an ideal platform for 
presenting patient testimonials, providing instructions on using medical devices and guidance on 
what it means to participate in a clinical trial.

PAREXEL uses live video recordings, animations, multi-language infograms and responsive 
websites to engage and keep participants engaged in clinical trials. Disseminating content across 
multiple digital channels maximizes audience reach, while delivering a structured, coherent and 
personalized experience for each individual.

Short Message Service (SMS) campaigns have also shown superior results in connecting with 
potential participants. As SMSs are delivered within seconds, open rates are much higher than 
other digital channels (98% compared with 22% for emails2). Click-through rates are higher than 
emails as well which suggests that recipients are more responsive to the content. SMS is also an 
effective retention tool. As the study progresses regular updates can keep participants informed 
and motivated.

WIDEN YOUR NETWORK

TEXT APPEAL

2 Epsilon 2009; Frost & Sullivan 2010 reports. Singlepoint Media, 2014
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Once participants are recruited, keeping them on the trial can be a challenging process. Lengthy 
treatment and follow-up periods, complex dosing regimens and lack of motivation can all 
precipitate early withdrawal. However, many digital strategies are keeping participants engaged 
which helps sponsors reach their endpoints and complete trials on time.

PAREXEL’s customized smartphone/tablet apps provide support and tools for enrolled participants 
as the trial progresses. They can track activity, deliver supportive messages and quickly convey 
important information. Their calendar functionality can remind participants about upcoming visits 
and notify them when to take medication – all of which encourages attendance and compliance. 

Participants can also record diary entries and add statistics to apps. This enables investigators to 
analyze data in real-time which can lead to improved trial safety and efficiency. Capturing data 
remotely minimizes study visits and makes it easier to monitor adherence, reducing both the time 
and cost of clinical trials. 

Gamification (applying elements of game playing to apps) is an entertaining and interactive way  
of encouraging retention while measuring health outcomes. Progress trackers, such as a scoring 
matrix or leaderboard, can provide a visual representation of the patient journey throughout the 
trial life cycle. Using dynamic graphics to highlight trial milestones can incentivize participants  
as well as promote a sense of community with other participants. 

STRENGTHEN RETENTION 

HAVE A GAME PLAN

Capturing data remotely minimizes study visits and 

makes it easier to monitor adherence, reducing both  

the time and cost of clinical trials. 
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Since digital media is targeted, recruitment and retention tactics can be tracked and accounted for 
– a capability that far outperforms traditional media. Having metrics available (such as user traffic, 
bounce rates, repeat visits and device preference) enables CROs to assess the impact and efficacy 
of each output. This means successful initiatives can be repeated, ineffective communications 
dropped and strategies adjusted quickly to optimize patient engagement.

In an industry often slow to adopt the latest recruitment methods, it is imperative that CROs include 
new and emerging digital technologies to help educate, engage and energize potential participants. 
While there is a need for traditional recruitment channels, agile and cost-efficient digital tactics are 
proving indispensable in meeting enrolment goals and expediting trial completion – a move that 
could help drugs get to market in a faster time. Reducing the disease burden through the availability 
of more effective treatments will not only enrich people’s lives, but may actually save them.

KEEP ON TRACK

SAVE TIME, SAVE LIVES

For further information or to discuss how we could 
help with your digital project, talk to our Digital 
Strategy Advisor, Owen Hall at +44 1903 288168  
or contact owen.hall@PAREXEL.com
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