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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION: It is very important to use the communication mix in every initiative, because it leads to
success of almost any venture. Usually representatives (medical or trade) are the most powerful tools in the
communication between the industry and specialists working in healthcare. The traditional communica-
tion model was dramatically changed when the state of emergency due to the COVID-19 pandemic was in-
troduced. Telemarketing became a popular way to exchange information worldwide.

AIM: The purpose of the present study is to investigate the opinion of representatives and managers working
in pharmaceutical and healthcare products industry about telemarketing, as well as to identify any prob-
lems and the possibilities for improving the communication process.

MATERIALS AND METHODS: We conducted in-depth individual online interviews in the month of April
2020.

RESULTS: Telemarketing is considered a cheap option to manage the crisis. At same time telemarketing may
be a big trap for the industry. Medical representatives usually conduct the process. We find examples of mis-
understanding of promotional tools, mistakes during implementation, and losses of customers. The study
points out the main places for improvement.

CONCLUSION: The industry has used telemarketing during the COVID-19 crisis. Not all participants are
planning to use it in regular communication and underestimate the need of investment, education, and pro-
fessional staff.
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Groebel suggested that to better collaborate with the
newer generations of physicians in their preferred
communication modes, the industry must become
more adapt with an expanded set of technology so-
lutions (4).

According to the American Marketing Asso-
ciation, digital marketing is the use of digital or so-
cial channels to promote a brand or reach consum-
ers. This kind of marketing can be executed within
social media, search engine, internet, mobile devices,
and other channels (5).

Over the past decade, our lifestyles have be-
come more and more reliant on digital tools and hu-
man interactions have increasingly been coming un-
der threat (6). It remains to be seen whether the cur-
rent extraordinary and testing circumstances will
push humanity further into virtual space with little
hope to go back to where we were before the pandem-
ic struck (7). The traditional communication mod-
el was dramatically changed when the state of emer-
gency due to the COVID-19 pandemic was intro-
duced. Many companies all over the world, Bulgaria
included, were forced to prepare new business plans
and scenarios in which their representatives cannot
visit healthcare professionals in person. Field sales
reps have been sidelined by COVID-19 quarantines,
leaving companies to figure out other ways to get
the message about new products out (8). Drug mak-
ers were following stay-at-home policies with digi-
tal sales tools and virtual meetings replacing face-to-
face visits. This has accelerated a yearlong trend to-
ward digital sales tools fuelled by the increasing re-
strictions at doctors’ offices and hospitals. And, in
the end, the pandemic may shift pharmaceutical
sales to digital detailing permanently (9).

Consultants from Bain’s Healthcare Practice,
in their report: A COVID-19 Action Plan for Phar-
ma Executives (published 2020), reviewed the impli-
cations of COVID-19 for pharmaceutical industry.
They claimed that most pharmaceutical companies
did not face a crisis as they immediately provided
recommendations for key actions which can help ad-
dress the new challenges. One of the short-term ac-
tions had to be adjustment of the commercial mod-
el due to the limitation of personal interactions be-
tween sales representatives and physicians. They rec-
ommended that the industry develop activities for

the salesforce that would maintain their productivity
and use digital platforms and other channels where
it is possible to increase awareness of products and
physician engagement (10). At the same time some
analysts and decision-makers in the pharmaceutical
industry and healthcare specialists have acted very
conservatively in the recent years. One recent anal-
ysis of AZ Affinity Monitor from 2019 points out
that 47.3% of physicians engage well with in-person
meetings with pharmaceutical representatives, but
just 9.6% of physicians are open to digital tactics. The
new environment could provide a chance to level the
playing field a bit now that representatives will likely
coordinate the customer experience entirely via dig-
ital channels. Consultants from AZ note that trying
to fill representatives’ workdays with tasks that do
not include knocking on office doors could help the
pharmaceutical industry fulfil its desire to be more
tech-minded. At the same time they believe that the
frequency and timing of digital messages needs to be
carefully weighed against the demands of physicians’
unusual case load. Consultants from AZ also think
that representatives can continue to effectively reach
their customers from a home office if they (11):
@ play a more active role in directing non-person-
al promotion;
@ help provide support to existing patients;
@ create even more personalized content—now
and down the line;
@ sharpen remote detailing offerings;
@ coordinate messaging campaigns across the
organization;
@ brush up on skills.

Another report suggests that the pharmaceuti-
cal industry could capitalize on the rising use of mo-
bile phones, as 81 percent of respondents said they
use their smartphones for professional purposes,
with many checking them more than 10 times per
day (12). Such approach is in the sphere of e-market-
ing and telemarketing (13). Telemarketing is a meth-
od for direct marketing and selling of products and
services by telephone, in which agents call potential
customers, on their home or cellular phone, and offer
them a product or service (14). Despite the wide use
of mobile phones, the industry has to be careful, be-
cause this approach is not just the same type of com-
munication only via different channels. In 2009 A.
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Mehrotra and R. Agarwal note that customers view
telemarketing as an approach used by companies to
sell their products “any which way,” with lack of con-
cern for customers’ “choices and comfort” (15).

AIM

The purpose of the present study is to investi-
gate the opinion of representatives and managers of
pharmaceutical and healthcare product industries
about telemarketing, as well as to identify any prob-
lems and the possibilities for improving the commu-
nication process.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

We applied the method of in-depth interview to
cover the purposes of this qualitative research. Such
methods provide the possibility to examine the top-
ic in depth and find out the main reasons that form
the particular behavior of the participants and to un-
derstand better what is behind a particular business
decision. Moreover, in-depth interview methods are
very useful to discuss sensitive topic such as busi-
ness practices and business plans, perceptions and
feelings concerning company politics and opinions
about clients and competitors. We prepared list of 30
open-ended questions and follow-up questions sepa-
rated into 6 groups. We prepared and validated a pro-
tocol for interviews and an interview guide. A group
of 25 respondents was determined. All of them were
part of the study, which was supposed to cover dif-
ferent points of view and describe possible job posi-
tions and the type of company according to its prod-
ucts. We prepared invitations and distributed them.
All interviews were individually appointed to ensure
conducting them in conditions that were most con-
venient for the participants and that would not affect
the answers to questions concerning sensitive infor-
mation. All interviews were conducted in April 2020
online using Viber or Skype. We analysed the con-
tent of the information collected from the interviews.

Description of the Study Participants

A list of potential stakeholders (executives or
representatives of the sales and/or marketing depart-
ments of the manufacturers of medicines and health-
care products) was discussed in order to cover the
widest range of points of view. As a result, a group of
25 people was formed and interviewed, representing
100% of the pre-planned. The selection of respon-

dents was based on a list of individuals who were per-
sonal acquaintances of the authors (Table 1).

RESULTS
The results of the study aim to:
1. Assess whether there are differences in the
perception of telemarketing depending on
the job position held in the company;
2. Aanalyze whether there are differences in the
perception of telemarketing depending on
the type of product or service;
3. Evaluate the barriers and prerequisites for
achieving efficiency in promotion by phone;
4. Prepare the representatives of pharmaceuti-
cal companies and those with health-related
products for the introduction and manage-
ment of telemarketing as a promotional tool.
Telemarketing in the Promotional Strategies
of Pharmaceutical Companies and Companies with
Health-Related Products

In this part of the survey, we invited the re-
spondents to share the promotional tools used by
their company and other participants in the market.
We sorted the received answers according to their
number:

@ Phone calls: 100% of the respondents indicat-
ed telemarketing as a promotional tool ap-
plied both by them and by the other companies.
Moreover, a predominant number of them (n =
22, 88% of all respondents) noted that during
the emergency situation this was the main pro-
motional tool.

@ Sending emails: 12 participants (48%) shared
that they have already used such activity, and 4
of the others noted that they planned to imple-
ment it within the following month.

& Webinars: This tool was part of the future plans
of the participants in the study. About 84% (or
20 respondents) believed that it was an activity
that would be used by them and competitors in
the conditions of an emergency situation. Only
11 of them (44%) have already implemented
these plans and conducted a webinar with med-
ical experts.

& Short text messages: 14 respondents (56%) men-
tioned this tool as part of their strategy.
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Table 1. Characteristics of the study participants.

o Participants Percentage

Type of Industry/Position

P 4 (n) (%)
Generic pharmaceuticals/Bulgarian/Manager at a sales department, over-the- ] 4%
counter medicines ’
Generic pharmaceuticals/Bulgarian/Manager at a marketing department, ] 49%
prescription-only medicines ’
Generic pharmaceuticals/International/Manager at sales department, over-the- ] 49%
counter medicines ’
Generic pharmaceuticals/International/Manager at marketing department, ] 4%
prescription only medicines ’
Research-based pharmaceuticals/International/Manager at sales department, ] 49%
over-the-counter medicines ’
Research-based pharmaceuticals/International/Manager at marketing department, ] 4%
prescription-only medicines °
Generic pharmaceuticals/Medical representative, prescription-only medicines 1 4%
Generic pharmaceuticals/Medical representative, over-the-counter medicines 1 4%
Research-based pharmaceuticals/Medical representative, prescription-only ] 4%
medicines 0
Generic pharmaceuticals/Sales representative, over-the-counter medicines 1 4%
Cosmetics/Manager at sales a department 1 4%
Cosmetics/Manager at a marketing department 1 4%
Cosmetics/Representative 1 4%
Supplements/Manager at a sales department 1 4%
Supplements/Manager at marketing department 1 4%
Supplements/Medical representative 1 4%
Supplements/Sales representative 1 4%
Medical devices/Manager at a sales department 1 4%
Medical devices/Manager at a marketing department 1 4%
Medical devices/Medical representative 1 4%
Medical devices/Sales representative 1 4%
Medical consumables/Manager at a sales department 1 4%
Medical consumables/Manager at a marketing department 1 4%
Medical consumables/Representative 1 4%

@ Video conferencing: 20 respondents (80%) have
given examples of videoconferencing, but they
were employed by competing companies, with
only 2 participants having personal experience
with this promotional tool.

In the additional analysis of the answers, it is
noteworthy that the examples given by the partic-
ipants refer to a limited number of market partici-
pants in the segment of the research industry.

The study demonstrates the widespread appli-
cation of telemarketing in various areas of health-
care. It is part of the promotional strategies of both
companies dealing with medicinal products and
those promoting health-related products. The par-
ticipants were asked to share whether they had used
a phone promotion before the announcement of CO-
VID-19 pandemic. Only one respondent had active-
ly used telemarketing before the COVID-19 crisis.
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The rest did not have any experience with this tool.
One participant shared “I have never imagined that it
would be the main way to communicate with my cli-
ents.” Another one emphasized the fact that he had
used the phone only to receive information from his
customers when necessary or to congratulate them
on a holiday and added: “..in our job, trust and re-
lationships are key factors. My biggest asset is my ac-
quaintance with the doctors and pharmacists in the
area and their attitude towards me. I have their phones
and they have mine, but these relationships have not
been built with phone visits.” There was a consensus
among the participants about the lack of planning for
the introduction of telemarketing in the company’s
activities. None of the participants in management
positions shared any information about the existence
of a preliminary plan for the use of telemarketing in
the studied year. Introducing telephone communica-
tion in the arsenal of marketing tools, according to
the majority of participants (n = 24, or 96%) was a
result of a change of the environment caused by the
state of emergency without thorough conducting a
telephone visit, brings up the question about the ef-
fectiveness of telemarketing and the return on in-
vestment. Although the respondents said that it was
difficult to assess the exact effect due to the short pe-
riod of its application, where the sales fluctuate, it is
interesting to analyze the responses.

Effectiveness of Telemarketing

“Far less effective, but much easier” — this an-
swer of one participant in the study explains the un-
derstanding of telemarketing by most representatives
of the industrial sectors surveyed by us.

In the current emergency situation, telemarket-
ing has proven to be a convenient solution. Its intro-
duction did not require the industry to make addi-
tional investments.

Only one participant shared about permanently
using the services of an external telemarketing com-
pany. The remaining participants mentioned only a
total of three occasions when they had resorted to ex-
ternal companies. All participants shared that they
have used their own employees to conduct telemar-
keting. Only 4 respondents indicate that they have
made additional investments related to the imple-
mentation of telemarketing, which were generally in-
significant and were related to the telecommunica-

tion service. None of the respondents indicated in-
vestments in staff, hardware, software, or hiring an
external training company. Another characteristic is
the rapid introduction of telephone visits in the pro-
motional mix of the industry. The most frequently
mentioned restricting factor (8 participants, or 32%)
was meeting the requirements of GDPR. Fifteen of
the respondents (60%) indicated that they have start-
ed telephone visits within 5 working days after the
introduction of the emergency situation. A total of 24
of the respondents (96%) started this within up to 10
working days after the introduction of the emergen-
cy situation.

One of the respondents at a managerial posi-
tion shared: “We have a whole army of representatives
who stay at home. We pay them a salary, we pay their
phones, there was nothing left to do but to tell them the
very next Monday to start calling” Another partici-
pant said: “It’s certainly more efficient to make phone
calls than to stay at home and do nothing. So, there will
always be some profit. I don’t see what we will lose. 1
am not investing anything, but we can make a profit.”
In the study, we also noted 3 participants (12%) who
considered telemarketing to be relatively effective be-
cause, after its introduction, they have managed to
reduce operating costs. None of them were from a
prescription medicines company. The participants
at senior management positions were more likely to
consider telemarketing effective and use definitions,
such as “necessity, exit from the situation, only possible
activity now”, while representatives tended to define
it as ineffective and used definitions such as “useless,
waste of time, meaningless.” The sales representatives
gave a higher rating to the effectiveness of telemar-
keting than the medical representatives. Within the
study we found that in the selected industrial sectors
there was a lack of a preliminary strategy for the in-
troduction of telemarketing involving explanation,
training, and motivation of staff. Despite the fact
that the different companies did not incur additional
costs, they spent significant financial and organiza-
tional resources for a marketing tool whose potential
was not clear. Within the study, we also tracked in-
dicators that were directly related to efficiency. First-
ly, this was the training of employees and the relat-
ed specific trainings, as well as receiving specific in-
structions. In terms of preparedness, we faced signif-
icant differences between the responses of the indi-
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vidual participants. Twenty respondents (80%) said
that no such training was conducted in their com-
pany and 21 respondents (84%) stated that they were
not provided with instructions or action protocols. A
respondent working as a representative shared: “Poor
preparation; we started with the understanding that
it was the same job as before. But it turned out to be
quite different.” Another respondent said: “It is obvi-
ous that we were not prepared, no one expected this to
happen. We started using it because all the competi-
tors turned to it. We were learning during the process,
there was no other way.”

To evaluate the effectiveness, we have also
sought a comparison with companies that specialize
in telephone communication. The participants were
invited to give examples of such companies in order
to assess their ability to answer the question. All par-
ticipants gave specific examples of successful compa-
nies and determined indicators increasing the effec-
tiveness of this approach. Giving examples of busi-
ness-to-customer communication, the participants
were asked to give examples of business-to-business
communication too.

Ten respondents (40%) thought that they were
less efficient than these companies. Of those who
thought that they had the same or better efficien-
cy, the majority were company representatives. This
position was formed under the influence of sever-
al factors, as this was mainly due to the individual
approach and the acquaintances between both par-
ties in the communication process. Nine participants
(36%) shared that the companies they presented as an
example did not apply or rarely applied an individual
approach. A total of 36% also reported that the com-
panies often tended to repel customers with their as-
sertive working manner. One participant gave the
following example: “One day an unknown number
called me eight times until I picked up. When I talk-
ed to him, I was so angry that I slammed the phone. 1
would never do that if I had to call a doctor” A repre-
sentative said: “I may not have any prior training, but
it is better. I don’t want to look like these machines.”
Another one said: “If I behave like these aggressive
and impudent types, when the crisis is over I will not
be able to enter any office.” A third one shared: “Our
work is multifaceted and the approach and purpose of
the phone call is multifaceted, too.”

The lack of actual research that can categorical-
ly determine the success factors of telemarketing in
the pharmaceutical industry does not give us reason
to comment on the accuracy of these positions. At
the same time, the rejection of strategies and tactics
based on experience and research, giving positive re-
sults in various industrial sectors, should be noted.

Despite the fact that the pharmaceutical indus-
try has different characteristics, there are common
patterns of impact on the consumers and their atti-
tude to telemarketing, which cannot be ignored so
easily.

We also assessed the attitude of the participants
when they compared telemarketing to face-to-face
visits. All 25 respondents agreed that face-to-face vis-
its were more effective and, if they had a choice be-
tween both of them, they would choose them over
telemarketing.

One of the factors that can impact the efficiency
is the average number of visits made by the industry
representative. Therefore, we asked the participants
about the number of clients whom they communi-
cated with.

Twenty-four participants (96%) thought that
their company and competitors made fewer visits us-
ing telemarketing. This may be due to the smaller
number of health experts working during the emer-
gency situation and the specifics of the job. A total of
20% of the participants shared that in the beginning
most customers were actively involved, but later they
started refusing, because many companies started
applying it.

It is interesting to note that if the representative
was an acquaintance of the customers and had their
trust, this had a significant impact on the opportu-
nity to make a telephone visit and its effectiveness.
Another effect of having previously known the cus-
tomer was that that the client trusted the informa-
tion received. A participant shared: “It is impossible
to gain the trust of a medical expert in 2 minutes, it is
a long process.” In addition, this group indicated that
the visit duration was longer when it involved doc-
tors with whom the representative had an established
business relationship.

A total of 21 respondents (84%) thought that the
opportunity to obtain information about the client’s
preferences and needs during the telephone visit was
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Barriers to Telemarketing

Significant barriers to telemarketing, which respondents pointed out, are:

@ Lack of some clients’ desire to participate in such communication;

@ Lack of trust in this communication;

@ Lack of time on the client’s side;

& Lack of profit for the client from such a visit;
@ Lack of interest in the information provided;

@ Lack of interest in the way the information is presented;

& Compliance with the client’s work schedule;
¢ Numerous calls from competitors;

@ Short duration and time restriction for a number of the presented products and information;

@ Less confidence in the information provided.

limited. This, in turn, allowed the appropriate posi-
tioning of the messages only in face-to-face visits.

When working with health experts perform-
ing other functions, such as pharmacists, responsi-
ble for the logistics of the pharmacy, the established
business relationship factor was also crucial, but the
availability of up-to-date information about promo-
tional activities at the beginning of the visit affected
the duration.

Regulatory requirements for marketing, pro-
motion, and advertising of medicines in European
Union do not address telemarketing (16).

What to Do Next?

We asked the participants whether they would
apply telephone visits, if there were no restrictions in
visits to health institutions after the end of the emer-
gency situation.

@ 11 respondents said that they would not like to
use them;

@ 6 respondents stated that they would not use
them in any case;

& 8 respondents indicated that this type of tool
had place and relevant profits, and that it would
be a good addition to the standard approach-
es at work.

One of the respondents stated: “It is good that
the doctors have already gotten used to our work-re-
lated phone calls. There used to be a barrier in front of
us and in front of them. We have already overcome it
and there is no reason not to take advantage®. Anoth-
er one said ‘I have destinations where it is not worth
to travel 100 km through the mountains for one or two
clients. I think I'd better call them.”

CONCLUSION

The pharmaceutical industry used telemarket-
ing during the COVID-19 crisis. Managers in this
industry saw in telemarketing the easiest solution
to overcome the lack of face-to-face visits. Until the
pandemic, the pharmaceutical industry had under-
estimated the power of telemarketing. There were no
activities to educate and motivate employees due to
need of quick introduction and the lack additional
investment.

Some of the industries had their own staff con-
duct their telemarketing since representatives are re-
sponsible to communicate with clients. Representa-
tives strongly believe that common rules in telemar-
keting must not be applied in healthcare sector. The
effect from the communication with healthcare spe-
cialists correlated with their previous acquaintance
with the person who called them.

Not all participants plan to use it in regu-
lar communication with some of them underesti-
mating need of investment, education, and special-
ized staff. These who plan to use are motivated by its
cost-effectiveness.

The attitude toward telemarketing shows that it
cannot be an independent marketing tool in regard
to the pharmaceutical and healthcare product indus-
try in Bulgaria. At the same time, the industry can
take advantage of telemarketing in time of crisis or to
enrich communication mix.

If the pharmaceutical industry plans to use tele-
marketing, it should plan activities to educate and
motivate employees, create protocols, establish clear
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aims, and use the experts and experience of other
industries.
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