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To help Syneos Health public relations agencies and clients navigate the 
media relations landscape during the pandemic, we conducted a survey  
in which we asked journalists from top-tier and trade media outlets, 
ranging from The Wall Street Journal to the Associated Press and 
Endpoints News, to share insights on their coverage of health, medical  
and pharma/biotech industry topics during the time of the biggest global 
pandemic in recent history.

We continue to engage with media and the financial and healthcare 
communities, and will provide an update on the media environment as  
the scenario unfolds. Here is our take on engaging the media based on  
our findings:

Media are covering COVID-19 news at 
volume—yet are increasingly selective

Survey respondents described the need to cover COVID-19 as “overwhelming” (Lisa Henderson, editor in chief, 
Pharmaceutical Executive), adding that they feel “swamped” (Marilynn Marchionne, chief medical writer, Associated  
Press) by the “all-encompassing” need to keep up with coronavirus-related developments (Natalie Grover, reporter, 
Endpoints News). Editors from The Wall Street Journal and The Atlantic recently said they view COVID-19 coverage  
as a “marathon.”

At the same time, journalists are becoming selective about COVID-19 coverage. To quote Natalie Grover, “We’re not going  
to cover every COVID-19 announcement—the first few announcements were obviously important. Now there must be 
close to 100 odd companies looking at doing something to help with the crisis.”

Insight
Companies should be aware that not every story, even if linked to COVID-19, will be deemed relevant. Given the glut of rumors, 
conspiracy theories and false promises, journalists are wary of COVID-19 pitches. One way to stand apart is to provide credible 
resources and third-party validators for your COVID-19 approach. Natalie Grover cited the importance of credible resources  
such as “independent academics (virologists, epidemiologists, etc.), policy experts and doctors to make sense of advancements 
being announced.”
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News is covered from a multitude of 
perspectives, opening up opportunities

COVID-19 is far more than just a health and medicine topic. “I’m prioritizing COVID coverage from multiple angles,” said 
Luke Timmerman, editor and publisher of the Timmerman Report.

“We are exclusive COVID coverage right now. But anything even peripherally related is good. For example, we are doing a 
segment with Scholastic about home schooling,” said Beth Ameen, a producer for SiriusXM Doctor Radio. Natalie Grover 
added, “I’d like to cover offbeat things that have come about as a result of COVID-19 — for instance, how are folks working 
for biopharma companies coping with working from home? Are employees able to unplug?”

Insight
This is an opportunity to tell the story of your company’s resiliency and commitment to your mission in spite of hurdles. There are 
many angles to explore: discuss an innovative approach to employee engagement; highlight new supply chains you are exploring; 
talk about how you are supporting your local communities through the crisis.

Milestones and non-COVID stories  
remain important

Many survey respondents reported that they seek to strike a balance with covering news on other health topics. “COVID 
is overwhelming, but we do appreciate a balance of other topics right now,” said Lisa Henderson. “Yes, COVID-19 is 
dominating our coverage, but we are still covering our normal beats (as best we can),” added Matthew Weinstock, 
managing editor for Modern Healthcare. And, after putting it on hold due to COVID-19 news demands, Luke Timmerman 
resumed publishing his Frontpoints column, which rounds up standard biotech news in an opinion column/week-in-review 
format.

Priority will be given to major milestones, such as late-stage clinical trial data readouts and large financing announcements. 
Long-lead story ideas are also attractive to some. “I’m honing in on COVID-19 coverage right now,” said Jared Whitlock, a 
healthcare and biotech reporter for the San Diego Business Journal. “But I’m also interested in other articles, particularly 
because longer/big idea pieces take more time to develop, and by the time they’re ready, COVID-19 may dissipate.”

Insight
Audiences are craving good news during this time, and after a surge in COVID-19-related coverage, media will swing back to more 
balanced healthcare coverage. An analysis of recent coverage reveals that trade media are already covering news in a more 
balanced way, with a majority of trade and industry coverage trending towards non-COVID-19 news. However, plan to give enough 
lead time to reach reporters who might be working from home and dealing with their own family responsibilities. As you prepare 
spokespeople, make them aware that they will be asked to comment on the crisis, even as they are being interviewed about a 
company or data milestone.
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While healthcare coverage will  
rebound, COVID-19 will have a lasting 
impact on journalism

Fallout from the pandemic is bringing increasing pressure on publishers’ bottom lines. Print advertising, which was already 
long in decline due to falling readership for print newspapers and magazines, has been squeezed even more. Digital outlets 
are also feeling the effects. In a story entitled “Hundreds of journalists are being laid off, right when the public needs them 
the most,” CNN reported that major news organizations that were anticipating a profitable year, including BuzzFeed and 
Vox Media, are preparing for a sharp contraction in ad revenue. BuzzFeed said that while it will avoid layoffs, it is cutting 
salaries. Future plc, publisher of Live Science, plans layoffs.

Some news organizations are furloughing employees, rather than laying them off, in the hopes of eventually bringing them 
back. In this time of uncertainty, just when those journalists (and resulting coverage) will return is the big question.

Insight
Companies should plan to adjust to a new normal in terms of media outreach and thought leadership. “I think the greatest impact 
on healthcare journalism will be on reporters who are used to meeting and courting sources in person,” Natalie Grover remarked. 
“Doing it on the phone isn’t fun” for those who depend on the in-person contact. Moira Gunn, host of NPR’s Tech Nation and its 
regular segment Biotech Nation, is already planning for new ways to tape her stories.

As conferences go virtual, strategically take advantage of these new keynote and panel opportunities. And never forget the 
importance of telling the story in your own words—using opinion pieces and bylines, and even your owned channels. Audiences  
are still eager to hear how private entities are supporting health efforts, and editors are increasingly open to publishing relevant 
points of view.



As some regions return to a new normal (Asia Pacific), and others may soon follow (some parts of 
Europe), much of the U.S. is still to hit its peak in terms of COVID-19 cases and related fatalities. 
However, we are already seeing hints of recovery within the healthcare sector. Investors are recognizing 
the importance of technology, remote monitoring and big data for healthcare recovery. In the last week 
alone, four VC firms announced a total of $3.5B in funds raised to support healthcare innovation. The 
public recognizes the importance of innovation in healthcare, and the direct impact on their lives.

Based on our conversations, we predict a surge of media interest starting in May and June on new approaches 
to clinical trials, scientific exchange, drug discovery and diagnostics, and even supply chain issues.

Companies that are best prepared to take advantage of this interest will fare the best in terms of 
reputation and positive coverage. Invest in planning for best- and worst-case scenarios in terms of the 
news cycle, be flexible in the types of stories you are prepared to tell, and follow the trends closely to 
make yourself relevant in a changing world.

The Corporate Communications Practice is a team of healthcare, media and financial communications 
experts within Syneos Health Communications. We provide clients with insightful, proactive solutions  
to evolving communications challenges, using our unparalleled knowledge of the healthcare industry. 
Contact cynthia.isaac@syneoshealth.com.

THE PATH FORWARD
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PERCEPTION GAPS ON REAL WORLD EVIDENCE IN THE RARE DISEASE SPACE
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ABOUT THE SYNEOS HEALTH INSIGHTS HUB

The Syneos Health Insights Hub generates future-focused, actionable insights to help biopharmaceutical companies 

better execute and succeed in a constantly evolving environment. Driven by dynamic research, our perspectives are 

informed by our insights-driven product development model and focused on real answers to customer challenges  

to help guide decision making and investment.

ABOUT SYNEOS HEALTH

Syneos Health® (Nasdaq:SYNH) is the only fully integrated biopharmaceutical solutions organization. The Company, 

including a Contract Research Organization (CRO) and Contract Commercial Organization (CCO), is purpose-built to 

accelerate customer performance to address modern market realities. Learn more about how we are shortening 
the distance from lab to life® at syneoshealth.com.
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