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The pharma marketing landscape has reached a pivotal inflection point. As we move into 2026, the 

industry is shifting from ‘digital transformation’ as a buzzword to a high-stakes reality defined by AI-

driven search, tightening regulations, and an urgent mandate for human-centricity. Drawing from the 

Pharma Marketing Pulse Survey, a joint research initiative by Health Union and solli fielded in late 2025, 

this report distills over 1,500 data points from 50+ industry vanguards into a definitive forecast. Our 

goal is to look beyond where the money is going to uncover the practical shifts that will help brands 

truly connect. Consider this your guide to navigating a complex digital ecosystem with clarity and 

confidence.

Our respondents represent the primary movers 

of pharmaceutical strategy, managing the 

budgets and agency partnerships that shape 

the patient experience. The survey respondents 

represent a high-level cross-section of pharma 

and healthcare marketing industry leadership, 

ensuring the findings reflect strategic, top-down 

decision-making.

60% of brand-side marketers work for 
companies with $10B+ annual revenue

56% of respondents work in 
Oncology and/or Rare Disease

Oncology 47%

42%

30%

28%

23%

Neurology

Rare Disease58%

35%

7%
Cardiology

Dermatology

Top 5 Therapeutic Areas

Survey Methodology: This study engaged professionals across pharmaceutical brand marketing, media strategy, and 
communications roles through a qualitative and quantitative survey that included over 36 questions and open end responses. 
Fieldwork was conducted in Q4 2025 via a self-administered, anonymous questionnaire distributed through targeted 
professional networks, with over 50 total participants generating over 1500 data points. All data were analyzed in aggregate 
using a structured thematic approach to identify recurring themes, patterns, and directional trends.
  

50+

75%

Brand-Side Marketers vs. Agency

1,500+

Pharma Marketing 
Industry Leaders

Director level 
or higher 

Data 
Points

Introduction

A View from the Top: Who Shared 
Their Voice?

A Cross-Section of Key Decision Makers

Agency

Pharma Brand

Other



Compared to 2025, what is 
your projected change in total 
marketing budget for 2026?

2026 Budget Outlook

33% 47%
Stayed the Same
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Budgetary Optimism & Full-Funnel Accountability

The Outlook: Resilience in the Face of Regulation

Increased Decreased

Pharma marketers are entering 2026 with financial resilience. While federal DTC regulations are viewed 

as a significant upcoming disruptor, they haven’t cooled investment. Instead, they’ve sharpened the 

focus on accountability.

“ VOICE OF THE MARKETER: 

ROI/ROAS allows for direct comparison across different 
campaigns...I can quickly identify which initiatives are efficient 
profit-drivers...allowing for real-time budget reallocation.”

Resilient Budgets 
An overwhelming 80% of 

marketers expect their budgets 
to either remain stable or 

increase in 2026.

TV Stability: Only 5% of 
marketers plan to significantly 

reduce their TV investment.

Future Trends 
While federal DTC 

regulations are seen as an 
area of uncertainty that 
may have an impact on 

future spend, they have not 
cooled current financial 

commitments.

The ROI Mandate 
Marketers are prioritizing full-funnel 

accountability, selecting partners 
who can connect top-of-funnel 
reach directly to prescription lift 

(NBRx/TRx) and ROI.

20%

$
$



Very 
important

Privacy and 
compliance concerns

77%

35%
28%

16%
9%

12%

Not 
Important

Lack of internal 
resources or 

expertise

5%

19%Somewhat 
Important

Access to 
data

Cost of 
technology

Other

How would you rate the importance of personalization in your digital marketing 
campaigns?

Biggest Barriers to Personalization
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As AI-powered ‘zero-click’ search results change how patients find information, marketers are pivoting. 

The focus is shifting from general search to specialized, high-authority environments that foster deep 

engagement.

•  The Shift to Specialized Authority: 68% of marketers are shifting budgets from general search 
engines toward high-authority, niche content platforms to ensure credibility and relevance.

•  The Era of Omni-Personalization: As AI scales tailored digital experiences, health marketers must 
prioritize strategies that meet the rising consumer demand for precision and personal relevance.

•  The Personalization Paradox: While 77% of marketers consider personalization critical, 
the primary hurdle isn’t a lack of technology—it’s navigating the complexities of privacy and 
compliance.

AI & Personalization: The Shift Toward Specialized 
Content
The Outlook: Navigating the “Zero-Click” Reality



Other therapeutic areas only

58%

75%
Rare Disease and Oncology only
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•  Precision Engagement: In high-stakes fields like Oncology and Rare Disease, the importance 
of community jumps to 75%.

•  Dedicated Investment: Rare and Oncology marketers dedicate nearly double the budget to 
endemic/community platforms compared to other therapeutic areas.

•  HCP/DTC Synergy: Because the patient/provider relationship is so high-touch, a lack of data 
alignment can result in a significant “trust gap.” These marketers are increasingly seeking 
endemic platforms that can naturally bridge this gap by hosting both patient communities and 
professional resources in a single, unified ecosystem.

Specialized Therapeutic Areas: 
The Community Strategy
The Outlook: Communities as Strategic Anchors

The Critical Role of Community in Oncology & Rare Disease

The role of community remains especially important to those in the Rare 
Disease and Oncology spaces

As generative AI continues to impact how patients search for and receive 

health information, condition-specific patient communities that deliver 

authentic, trusted human connection have transitioned from a niche 

tactical choice to a strategic anchor for brand engagement.

Deep Engagement: These platforms are used to activate 
difficult-to-reach patients and reduce the time to treatment.

Strategic Anchor: 67% of marketers rank condition-specific 
communities as “extremely important” to their overall strategy.

Rare Disease/Oncology respondents were 30% more likely to say condition-specific 
patient communities are very important than those in other therapeutic areas
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“

Synergy between DTC and HCP marketing is no longer just about “matching” ads. It is about creating 

a shared language between patients and providers through data and contextual alignment, with 

messages that are compatible and complementary. 

The Goal: Bridge the communication gap, ensuring that when patients express symptoms, 

the physician is cognitively primed to recognize and validate the clinical need.

Aligning the “tight window” of pre-visit messaging so both parties are 
synchronized is critical to coordinated activation. Without real-time 
data triggers, brands miss the opportunity to align the patient’s verbiage 
with the doctor’s readiness to hear them, thereby facilitating smoother 
conversations at the point of care.

Privacy & Compliance: 35% of marketers cite privacy as a primary hurdle. 
Navigating the data sharing required for synergy while maintaining strict 
compliance remains a complex balancing act.

Fragmented Data Ecosystems: While data is abundant, HCP prescribing behaviors 
and patient journeys often exist in isolation. This fragmentation creates a critical 
“blind spot” in the patient-provider loop, making it impossible to visualize the 
full path to treatment. Without a unified data layer, brands cannot coordinate the 
complementary messaging necessary to trigger a productive clinical exchange.

The Structural Gap: While synergy is a top priority for nearly half of marketers, 
93% of budgets are still managed in silos.

Coordinating Patient & HCP Activation 
Within Budgetary Realities
Solving the Synergy Paradox: From Matching Ads to Contextual 
Alignment

The Key to Success: The Contextual Window

The Challenges of Execution

VOICE OF THE MARKETER: 

To me, DTC/HCP synergy means creating a coordinated ecosystem…so when a 
patient asks better questions, the HCP is already primed with the same disease 
understanding, safety cues, and treatment context.”



45% 93%
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Legacy Metrics Authority Metrics (The “New” Quality)
Clicks & CTR

General Influencers

Broad Search Reach

Volume-First

AQ Rate

Time Spent & Depth of Interaction

Medically Validated Partners

Specialized, High-Authority Platforms

Trust-First

Conversion Rate

Trust & Authority: The New Quality Metric
The Outlook: Depth Over Clicks

In an information-dense world, marketers are redefining “quality” by prioritizing depth of engagement 

and validated authority. By increasing their brand presence on high-trust platforms, marketers ensure 

their message reaches the right audience in the right context, exactly when it matters most.

“ VOICE OF THE MARKETER: 

Qualified engagement—specifically, time spent with content and depth of 
interaction—is the single most important metric. It shows whether we’re reaching the 
right patients/HCPs, delivering value, and driving meaningful movement toward 
treatment consideration or action.”

Authority & Validation
45% of respondents 
are increasing spend 
on platforms that  
demonstrate high levels 
of authority and validated 
medical review systems.

Influencer Standards 

93% of marketers using 
influencers say it is critical 
for partners to have a 
validated system for 
medical and regulatory 
review.

Meaningful Metrics 

“Quality” is now defined by depth of interaction and time 
spent with content, rather than simply click through rates.

This deep engagement, found most commonly within 
trusted patient communities, captures audiences that are 
ready to take action, in critical moments in their health-
related journey.



Deploy Human-Centric Intelligence 
Scale your impact by integrating AI-driven precision with the 
lived experience found in specialized health ecosystems.

Synchronize DTC+HCP Dialogue
Break down budgetary silos to align the patient and 
HCP vocabulary. Ensure that when a patient asks better 
questions, the provider is already cognitively primed with 
complementary clinical context.

Prioritize Patient Connection
Lean into the high-engagement model of condition-specific 
communities to bridge the gap between diagnosis and 
treatment, especially in Rare Disease and Oncology.

Audit for Authority
Reallocate spend toward “AI-proof” platforms that offer 
validated medical reviews and rigorous privacy standards.

Measure What Matters
Move beyond vanity metrics and Audience Quality (AQ) 
rates. Transition your framework to focus on depth of 
interaction and NBRx lift.

Ready to bridge the gap in your 2026 strategy? 
Contact Health Union today to explore our full suite 

of solutions and community-based insights.

Roadmap for 2026: Strategy in Action
To navigate the upcoming shifts, marketers should 

focus on these key pillars:

https://health-union.com/

