
CONTENT 
THAT CLICKS:
Effective Social Marketing  
for Clinical Trial Recruitment



Introduction

Clinical trials are a high-stakes endeavor for  
all parties. For pharmaceutical and biotech 
companies, they represent a huge investment 
geared toward bringing treatments to market 
that can alter the course of a disease. For people 
enrolling in clinical trials, they represent a new – 
and sometimes last – hope for meaningful 
change in disease progression. Although people 
have a need for trials, and trials have a need for 
participants, all too often they fail to connect: 
nearly half of all clinical trial sites fail to  
fully enroll.1

Increasingly, search and social marketing have 
taken on an important role in clinical trial patient 
recruitment. With 75 percent of Americans 
looking up medical-related information online at 
least monthly, it makes sense to provide clinical 
trial information online.2 From a sponsor’s 
perspective, search and social marketing offer 
more granular targeting capabilities, efficient 
pricing for ad delivery, and variability in creative 
execution than traditional forms of marketing. 
But with just 11 percent of clinical trials currently 
using social media to recruit participants,3 there 
is huge room for growth.

At Syneos Health Communications, we set out  
to better understand what potential research 
participants think of receiving clinical trial 
advertising online, how much they trust different 
online delivery channels, and what messaging 
and design elements help motivate potential 
research participants to notice and click on social 
media advertisements that lead them toward 
enrollment in a clinical trial. According to the 
Clinical Trials Transformation Initiative’s 
Recommendations on Efficient and Effective 
Clinical Trial Recruitment,“ by developing more 
engaging messages deployed through the right 
channels, it is possible to gain the attention of 
the right target audiences4.” In our research, we 
sought to deepen this insight by searching within 
the word of social marketing for what those 
channels are and what those messages  
should be.

1 Tufts Center for the Study of Drug Development Impact Report January/
February 2013 https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/5a9eb0c8e2ccd1158288d8dc/t/5aa2c29e4192023932fec8
9d/1520616094463/02+-+Jan+15%2C+2013+-+Recruitment-Retention.pdf

2 Consumer Health Online: 2017 Research Report https://get.health/blog/
research17/

3 Tufts Center for the Study of Drug Development Impact Report March/
April 2014 https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/5a9eb0c8e2ccd1158288d8dc/t/5aa2c0b953450a076cf
df621/1520615609748/PR-MARAPR14.pdf

4 CTTI Recommendations on Efficient and Effective Clinical Trial 
Recruitment https://www.ctti-clinicaltrials.org/projects/recruitment



The Research:

To get to the bottom of content effectiveness, in 
September 2018 we surveyed 432 potential clinical trial 
participants in the United States. To ensure we were 
examining a relevant target audience, we limited the 
survey to people who have searched for health 
information online and use Facebook. In order to isolate 
how particular health conditions could impact people’s 
responses to content (i.e., likelihood of clicking on ads), 
we limited our survey to two conditions where 
researchers are actively recruiting participants for 
promising drug studies – epilepsy and migraine [Figure 1]. 
Survey respondents were asked demographic 
information; general questions about their health 
condition and the impact it has on their quality of life; 
their awareness of clinical trials; and their trust in various 
online channels of information. They were also shown 
different forms of mock promotional materials for their 
condition and asked which they’d be more likely to click 
on for more information about a trial. From there, the 
results were tabulated three different ways: by condition, 
by intent to join a clinical trial (170 respondents indicated  
a high intent to join a trial, 126 indicated a low intent), 
and by the self-reported impact their condition has on 
their overall quality of life (169 respondents indicated 
their condition had a high negative impact on their 
quality of life, 141 indicated it a low negative impact). 
Among our survey respondents, 60 percent indicated 
they are familiar with clinical trials, and 16.7 percent 
self-reported they had participated in a clinical trial 
before (16 percent for epilepsy, 17.3 percent for migraine).

Number Percentage

Total 432 100%

Epilepsy 162 37.5%

Migraine 220 50.9%

Epilepsy and migraine 50 11.6%

Male 90 20.8%

Female 342 79.2%

White 394 91.2%

African-American 17 3.9%

Hispanic/Latino 9 2.1%

Asian/Pacific Islander 4 0.9%

Native American/Alaskan Native 4 0.9%

Other/Not specified 4 0.9%

18-24 7 1.6%

25-34 67 15.5%

35-44 97 22.5%

45-54 73 16.9%

55-64 109 25.2%

65-74 68 15.8%

75 and older 11 2.5%

High school 71 16.4%

Some college 103 23.8%

College graduate 186 43.1%

Post-graduate/professional 72 16.7%

FIGURE 1: Survey Demographics
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Reaching the Right People

For clinical trial sponsors who are hesitant to invest 
in social media channels, our survey returned some 
encouraging results. Among places where people 
are seeing clinical trial advertising, Facebook 
ranked as the second most-recalled medium for 
people with epilepsy, trailing only behind television. 
For people with migraines Facebook ranked third, 
after television and doctor’s office [Figure 2]. 
Furthermore, the people who are most apt to 
benefit from clinical research appeared to be the 
easiest to reach online. Those who indicated their 
disease had a high negative impact on their quality 
of life used social media more [Figure 3] and had a 
higher recall of trial ads on social media than those 
saying their condition had a low impact on their 
quality of life. It stands to reason that people who 
are more negatively impacted by their condition 
would be more engaged with their health and  
more willing to seek options for treatment. 

Although pinpointing individuals who have a quality 
of life that has been severely impacted may help 
recruitment efforts, improved ad targeting alone is 
not enough to boost enrollment. In October 2018, 
clinicaltrials.gov listed 71 active migraine trials and 
146 trials for epilepsy. The sheer competitiveness 
among sponsors for participants creates a major 
challenge that underlines the need for ad creative 
that will truly capture your audience’s attention.

FIGURE 2: To the best of your recollection, where did you see clinical trial advertising?

FIGURE 3: Which of these social media, if any, would you say you use regularly  
to read or post content? (Select all that apply)*

*Facebook use was a qualification criteria for survey. All respondents indicated use of Facebook.
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Maximizing Trust 

Because clinical trials expose participants  
to new, unfamiliar treatments, trust in the 
sponsor and investigators is essential, and 
advertising decisions should be made to 
maximize trust. In our survey, we explored 
people’s levels of trust in different online 
channels and information sources. Survey 
respondents who indicated a high intent to 
enroll in a clinical trial showed higher levels  

FIGURE 4: How trustworthy would you consider 
information about treatment options for your 
health condition if you came across it on each  
of these websites or apps? (Average response)

FIGURE 5: Website trustworthiness detail: Facebook
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Respondents 
with high intent 

to screen

Respondents 
with low intent 

to screen

Medical websites 7.5 6

Website dedicated 
to a clin. trial 7.1 4.6

Online communities 6.5 4.4

Drug manufac. 
websites 6 4.1

General news sites 5.6 3.9

Email newsletter 5.5 3.1

YouTube 4.4 2.5

Facebook 4.2 2.4

Instagram 4 1.9

Twitter 3.9 1.9

of trust in every source of information. Most 
social media channels yielded similar levels  
of trust, with YouTube emerging as the most 
trusted among them [Figure 4].

A deeper dive into respondents’ views  
of Facebook as a source of clinical trial 
information revealed an interesting dynamic. 
Facebook recently endured negative publicity 
around user privacy following its handling of 
user data in the Cambridge Analytica scandal. 
Sixty percent of our respondents were familiar 
with this event and overwhelmingly said it 
negatively impacted their view of the platform. 
Correspondingly, we saw large numbers of 
respondents express distrust of Facebook 
advertising as a source of clinical trial 
information across all cuts of our data.  

Yet, among respondents who indicated they 
would be more likely to join a trial (high intent 
to screen) , we still observed a high percentage 
that viewed Facebook, overall, as a trustworthy 
source of information [Figure 5]. One 
interpretation of this dynamic is that people 
with a high need to communicate and get 
information about their condition might be 
angry or disappointed with Facebook, yet they 
still depend on it and continue to use the 
platform. This suggests that despite decreased 
confidence in the platform, Facebook remains 
an effective means for recruiting participants 
for clinical trials.
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It was not surprising to see that healthcare 
professionals were viewed as the most 
trustworthy source of information in our survey 
[Figure 6]. This high level of trust may even 
impact participants’ likelihood of clicking on  
a clinical trial ad. When shown content that 
included a doctor in a white lab coat versus 
content that included a person in discomfort,  
a happy person or a person in a family setting, 
respondents preferred the content featuring the 
physician in all cases. Though we rarely hear the 
advice “use a stock photo of a doctor” as content 
creation guidance, when the issue of trust is at 
hand, this may actually be an effective choice.

Respondents 
with high intent 

to screen

Respondents 
with low intent 

to screen

Your physician 8.3 7.5

Patient advocacy 
groups 7.1 5.3

Medical/health 
websites 7.1 5.6

Patients with the 
same condition 7 5.8

Academic papers 6.9 5.4

Your family 
members 6.2 4.8

Your friends 6 4.1

Pharma companies 5.6 3.7

FIGURE 6: How trustworthy would you 
consider information about treatment options 
for your health condition coming from each of 
these different sources? (Average response)

0=lowest trust, 10=highest trust



Knowing the Audience
Many companies use a patient journey map to 
understand how a patient progresses through 
a condition and to map out communication 
opportunities. While this is a useful exercise,  
it may not be at a level deep enough to 
completely inform content creation. By 
employing a survey, we were able to uncover 
distinct needs, preferences, and characteristics 
of our audience that would help shape the 
messaging and channel strategies tailored 
specifically to address them.

For example, in our survey, epilepsy patients 
cited “transportation issues” and “lack of 
payment for my time” as the biggest barriers 
to participation in clinical trials; while migraine 
patients specifically pointed to the “concern 
about receiving placebo” [Figure 7]. For people 
living with epilepsy who may not be able  
to drive due to their condition, highlighting  
how sponsors intend to solve transportation 
challenges would be critical. Similarly, a set  
of content that outlines exactly what the 
compensation policy is for an epilepsy clinical 
trial could allay those concerns. This is 
different from the issues of a person living 
with migraines. Content that educates them on 
the role of placebo, the probability of receiving it, 
or even the absence of placebo messaging may 
better address migraine patients’ motivations.

FIGURE 7: Which of the following may keep you from 
participating in a clinical trial? (Select all that apply)

Understanding the way people living with a specific medical condition 
relate to other members of their community can also inform channel 
and content insights. In our survey, people living with epilepsy were 
more likely than those living with migraines to say they trust others with 
the same condition. Because of this, we would consider using content 
that features other epilepsy patients. It also suggests that tapping into 
online influencers who have built trust and credibility with the epilepsy 
community could be an effective strategy. Patient forums also emerged 
as a valuable source of information for the epilepsy respondents. These 
kinds of forums often facilitate authentic conversations about a person’s 
experience but are seldom viewed by sponsors as a source of 
communicating clinical trial information.
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Finding the Right Emotional Message 
Because we spend so much time thinking about 
the promise of a medicine, we often focus our 
advertising efforts on the possibility for a better 
future. This aspirational tone has its place but 
can miss the target by feeling unrelatable. Our 
research indicated that people living with 
migraines were more likely to click on imagery of 
a person who appeared to be experiencing a 
headache as opposed to imagery of a happy or 
healthy person [Figure 8]. This suggests that 
people with migraines identified with the content 
on a personal level, and content that is too 
aspirational may feel disconnected. Though our 
findings are limited to clinical trial advertising, 
future research should test this insight across 
the spectrum of healthcare advertising. Creative 
executions featuring happy people are common 
in our industry, but perhaps in some cases 
authenticity and empathy for current suffering 
would perform better.

This principle of identification can also apply to 
an art director’s decision between the use of 
stock photography or illustrations. We found that 
illustrations outperformed stock photography 
[Figure 9]. This could be because photography 
requires the user to identify with a specific, real 
person in the photo. If you do not relate to the 
person in the photo, you may struggle to identify 
with that piece of advertising. However, an 
illustration may give the user the ability to more 
easily relate because they have the freedom to 
interpret the imagery as they see fit, 
independent of race, gender, or age.

Although an Institutional Review Board (IRB) or 
Ethics Committee (EC) may constrain the ability 
to experiment with ad creative, it is worth 
submitting a variety of content for review and 
testing multiple versions of copy and images to 
see what resonates best with your audience.

When TMI Is Actually 
the Right Amount
Given ever-shorter attention spans 
and small screen sizes, “shorter is 
better” has become a maxim of 
online advertising. But when we 
showed survey participants two 
variations of a clinical trial ad — one 
with a brief description and one with 
a longer, more thorough description 
— there was a strong preference for 
the longer version [Figure 10]. The 
difference was even more 
pronounced for those who indicated 
their condition has a high negative 
impact on their quality of life. In that 
group, 81 percent preferred the ad 
with longer, more detailed copy. 
While it is tempting to always push 
for shorter content in the name of 
brevity, that may not yield the best 
results in a complex healthcare 
landscape. In some instances, more 
in-depth content may be needed to 
provide context to a person seeking 
detailed information about treatment 
options. We aren’t selling potato 
chips; we are asking people to make 
a significant commitment, so they 
may want more information before 
moving forward.
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FIGURE 9: Ad creative preference: Illustration vs. Stock imagery
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Conclusion: It’s Personal 

Social marketing’s creative flexibility and high 
degree of targeting make it a powerful tool  
well suited to the complexity of clinical trial 
recruitment. As the worlds of patient 
recruitment and social marketing become 
increasingly intertwined, it is essential for 
sponsors and agencies to invest time in deeply 
understanding their audience’s needs. Targeting 
the right audience, with the right messaging on 
the right channels can make a meaningful 
difference in your patient recruitment, 
potentially speeding up the delivery of new 
treatments. What are “the right” choices here? 
The answers will be different for every condition 
and every trial. But as our experience has 
shown, starting with careful listening can lead 
to the discovery of deep audience insights that 
truly drive strategy.

About Syneos Health 
Communications

Syneos Health Communications is the only 
healthcare communications network that  
is part of a company on the frontlines of 
healthcare, with a clear view into the everyday 
complexities of life and health. As part of 
Syneos Health™, our agencies – consisting  
of leading brands and experts in advertising, 
branding, public relations, managed markets 
and medical communications – are engaged  
in every point of influence in health, providing 
real-world insight into markets and audiences 
in ways that no other partner could. 

We work in scalable, collaborative teams that 
partner across disciplines and geographies to 
deliver integrated communications strategies 
that accelerate brand performance. Our agency 
teams have received more than 1,000 awards 
for work that disrupts markets and drives 
behavior change. We create ideas that will work 
in the real world because they were built there.

Find out more at 
syneoshealthcommunications.com.
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WHAT KIND OF COMPANY TREATS 
COMMUNICATIONS AS SERIOUSLY 
AS CLINICAL TRIALS?

THE KIND THAT DOES BOTH.

We’re Syneos Health Communications (formerly inVentiv Health Communications), the only healthcare 
communications network where top creative minds in the industry work side by side with scientists and 
clinicians to bring products into the world. You know us and our work through our 11 award-winning 
agencies, which include GSW, Navicor and Chandler Chicco Agency. The deep insights gathered from the 
front lines of healthcare help our market access, medical communications, public relations and advertising 
experts build smart and highly relevant solutions for biopharma customers. We create ideas that work in 
the real world because they were built there.  

syneoshealthcommunications.com


