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Sourcing and Engaging Physicians for

Pharma Sales in the U.S.
Pharmaceutical companies in the United States rely on comprehensive data and strategic

processes to identify and engage physicians (healthcare professionals, or HCPs) for sales

outreach. This article examines how pharma firms source physician information, segment

targets, leverage modern tools, and stay compliant with regulations. We focus on U.S. physicians

as the HCP category and highlight up-to-date best practices and resources.

Leading Databases for Physician Information

Accurate HCP data is the foundation of effective sales engagement. Pharma companies turn to

leading physician databases that aggregate licensure, specialty, contact, and practice

information. Key sources include:

IQVIA OneKey: A premier healthcare provider database with listings for over 10.9 million healthcare

professionals in the U.S., including approximately 1.2 million physicians spanning 248 specialties

(OneKey List Finder - IQVIA) (OneKey List Finder - IQVIA). OneKey serves as a “single source of

truth” with 1,000+ data attributes per profile, covering practice addresses, affiliations (hospitals,

clinics, IDNs), specialty, and state license status (OneKey Reference Data - IQVIA) (OneKey

Reference Data - IQVIA). It is continuously updated (over 1.5 million global updates monthly) and

assigns unique identifiers to each HCP, making it easy to link physicians to other datasets like

prescribing or claims data (OneKey Reference Data - IQVIA) (OneKey Reference Data - IQVIA).

OneKeyʼs data supports sales planning and compliance needs – for example, flagging if a physician

allows sales rep visits or is eligible to receive drug samples (OneKey Reference Data - IQVIA). The

database is audited annually and boasts over 99% accuracy, ensuring high-quality contact

information (OneKey Reference Data - IQVIA).

Definitive Healthcareʼs PhysicianView: A robust HCP intelligence platform covering 2.6 million+

U.S. healthcare professionals (physicians, nurses, and allied health) (Data Products - PhysicianView).

Each physician profile contains rich detail: practice locations (and multiple offices), current and

historical affiliations (hospitals, group practices), specialty and subspecialty, and even clinical

metrics. Uniquely, PhysicianView integrates claims and prescription data, showing prescribing

volume and treatment patterns for each doctor (Data Products - PhysicianView). It also incorporates

data on Open Payments (Sunshine Act transfers of value to the physician), durable medical

equipment usage, patient population demographics, and participation in clinical trials (Data Products

- PhysicianView). Licensing and credential information is included as well. This holistic view lets

pharma teams find doctors by specialty and region, and also gauge their prescribing behavior and

industry engagement in one source. For example, a rep can filter for cardiologists in a territory with

high prescription volumes for hypertension drugs and see if they have received speaker fees or

research funding (Open Payments) relevant to that therapy area.
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Symphony Health (ICON plc): A leading data provider known for its prescription and claims

analytics. Symphonyʼs Integrated Dataverse (IDV) is one of the industryʼs most comprehensive de-

identified patient-level data sets, bringing together near-census point-of-sale prescription data

along with extensive medical and hospital claims (Link). Pharma companies use Symphony data

(often via tools like PrescriberSource®) to identify high-volume prescribers and analyze market

share by physician. Symphonyʼs prescriber data solutions support targeting by answering questions

such as: “Which doctors write the most prescriptions in my drugʼs class?” and “What is the potential

in each geography?” (Link) (Link). The data enables volume-based segmentation (e.g., deciling

physicians by Rx volume) and helps align sales territories by showing the prescription demand in

each area (Link) (Link). Symphony also provides validated HCP demographics (via its

CustomerSource database) so that prescriber records include correct names, multiple addresses,

and specialties for outreach (Link). In summary, Symphonyʼs databases focus heavily on script

volume and claims – critical for sales operations to target physicians with the highest prescribing

potential in a given therapeutic market.

AMA Physician Masterfile: The American Medical Associationʼs Physician Masterfile (branded as

AMA Physician Professional Data) is an authoritative database containing current and historical

data on virtually all U.S. physicians (MD and DO), including both AMA members and non-members

(AMA Physician Professional Data™ - American Medical Association). Established in 1906, it assigns

a profile once someone enters medical school and updates it through their training and career (AMA

Physician Professional Data™ - American Medical Association). The Masterfile includes over 1.4

million individuals (physicians, residents, and medical students) with details such as medical school

and residency, board certification, specialty, practice type, known addresses (office and mailing),

birth year and gender, and more (AMA Physician Professional Data™ - American Medical Association)

([PDF] AMA Physician Masterfile). Many commercial data providers (like IQVIA or Definitive) license

AMA data to ensure they have complete coverage of all licensed physicians and accurate

credentials. One special element is that AMA assigns each physician a unique ID and offers an opt-

out program for doctors who donʼt want their data shared or their prescribing info tracked (the

Physician Data Restriction Program) (AMA Physician Professional Data™ - American Medical

Association). In practice, the AMA Masterfile serves as a foundational reference to confirm a doctorʼs

identity, training, and contact info – often used for validating lists and enhancing other databases.

Other Data Sources: In addition to the above, pharma companies might use the NPI

Registry (national provider identifier database) to get basic public info on HCPs (like

specialty and practice address), though itʼs limited. Emerging platforms like H1 offer global

HCP profiles, incorporating publications and clinical trial involvement for identifying key

opinion leaders (KOLs). H1ʼs platform analyzes information on over 11 million healthcare

professionals worldwide (H1: Creating a Healthier Future) and even uses claims data to find

“treaters” in specific diseases (Announcing A New Way to Identify KOLs with Claims Data -

H1). Similarly, Monocl (Definitive Healthcare) and Veeva Link provide dedicated KOL

mapping databases (discussed more later). Overall, pharma sales teams often integrate

multiple data sources – a reference master database (e.g. OneKey or AMA) combined with

prescription data (IQVIA, Symphony) and additional insights (affiliations, digital profiles) – to

build a 360° view of physician targets.
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Best Practices for Physician Targeting & Segmentation

Identifying the right physicians to engage is crucial for efficient sales and marketing.

Pharmaceutical sales organizations employ several best practices to segment and prioritize

doctors for outreach:

Territory Management: Pharma companies typically divide the market into sales territories so that

each sales rep covers a defined geography or account list. Territory alignment is based on the

concentration of target physicians and healthcare institutions in an area, aiming for balanced

workload and opportunity. Best practices include using mapping software and physician density data

to draw territories that minimize travel time and maximize coverage of high-value clinicians. Market

potential by ZIP code or region (often informed by prescription volume data) helps decide how many

reps are needed in each area (Link). Regular adjustments are made to keep territories equitable as

physician populations change (e.g., new practices opening or doctors retiring). Effective territory

management ensures no important prescribers “fall through the cracks” and that reps can build

relationships locally.

Specialty and Clinical Relevance: Successful targeting starts by focusing on physicians whose

specialties align with the drugʼs indication. For example, a new diabetes medication will primarily

target endocrinologists and high-prescribing primary care physicians, rather than unrelated

specialties. Data sources are used to filter physicians by specialty, subspecialty, and sometimes

hospital department. Within a specialty, pharma teams may further segment by practice setting

(hospital-based vs. office-based) or patient population. This ensures reps spend time with HCPs

who see patients needing that therapy. Key opinion leaders (KOLs) in the field – respected experts

who influence peer prescribing – are also flagged in this stage as important targets for education or

speaker programs. By narrowing the universe to relevant specialties and thought leaders, companies

improve the relevance of their messaging.

Prescribing Volume and Value: A common method is segmenting physicians by their prescription

volume or “decile.” Using prescription data (from sources like IQVIA or Symphony), physicians are

ranked by how many prescriptions they write in the drugʼs therapeutic class. They may be grouped

into deciles (top 10% volume, next 10%, etc.) or similar tiers (How to Increase Your HCP Targeting

ROI - PharmaforceIQ) (How to Increase Your HCP Targeting ROI - PharmaforceIQ). The highest-

volume prescribers (often called “high decile” or Tier 1 targets) receive the most sales attention,

since they treat many patients who might benefit from the product. For instance, an HCP in the top

decile for patient volume or relevant prescriptions is likely to be a priority for sales calls (How to

Increase Your HCP Targeting ROI - PharmaforceIQ). This data-driven approach ensures effort is

proportional to potential impact. However, volume alone isnʼt everything. Advanced teams also

consider the doctorʼs growth potential and brand loyalty. If a physician writes a lot of prescriptions

but exclusively for a competitor drug, a rep may face an uphill battle converting them. Thus,

companies look at factors like the doctorʼs current product mix and openness to new therapies. In

practice, many use a scorecard that combines volume with other metrics (e.g., past adoption of new

meds, formulary access in their area) to rank targets. High-volume physicians with high potential get

the most frequent visits, whereas lower-volume or low-potential doctors might be handled via lighter

touch (or even removed from active target lists).
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Digital Engagement Profiling: With the rise of digital channels, pharma marketers now segment

physicians by their communication preferences and digital savviness. Not all doctors engage the

same way – some prefer in-person meetings, while others are very active online. Companies analyze

metrics like email open rates, webinar attendance, use of physician portals (e.g., Medscape,

Doximity), and social media presence to gauge an HCPʼs “digital affinity.” This allows for “double-

segmentation” – considering both Rx potential and digital affinity when targeting (How to Increase

Your HCP Targeting ROI - PharmaforceIQ). For example, an HCP might be high-volume but never

responds to emails or remote meeting invites; they likely need face-to-face outreach. Conversely, a

medium-volume doctor who is very active on digital channels might be reachable and influenceable

through non-personal promotion (e.g., targeted content or virtual details). One strategy is “double-

deciling,” which segments physicians by both prescription volume and digital engagement level

(How to Increase Your HCP Targeting ROI - PharmaforceIQ). This helps allocate resources efficiently:

high-volume, high-digital physicians might get an omnichannel approach (rep visits plus tailored

digital marketing), whereas high-volume but low-digital physicians get more traditional outreach

(How to Increase Your HCP Targeting ROI - PharmaforceIQ). Overall, profiling doctorsʼ channel

preferences enables a more personalized engagement plan – aligning the outreach method (in-

person vs. email vs. webinar) to what each physician is most responsive to. In todayʼs environment,

understanding which physicians are open to virtual interaction vs. those who strongly prefer face-to-

face can greatly improve engagement success rates.

In summary, best practices for targeting involve multi-factor segmentation. Pharma companies

integrate geography, specialty, patient volume, prescribing data, and behavioral preferences to

create a prioritized list of physicians. Rather than a one-size approach, they tailor call plans: for

example, a top-tier cardiologist might get monthly in-person visits plus invites to speak at

programs, whereas a lower-tier physician might only receive occasional digital updates. This

data-driven, segmented targeting ensures sales reps focus their time on the HCPs most likely to

benefit from and prescribe their therapies.

Tools and Platforms Supporting HCP Targeting

To operationalize their targeting strategy and manage physician relationships, pharma

organizations deploy specialized tools and platforms. These technologies help sales teams

identify the right doctors, track interactions, and coordinate engagement across channels:

CRM Systems for Field Sales

A Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system is the central hub for sales reps to

manage HCP contacts, schedule calls, log visits, and track follow-ups. In the pharma industry,

CRM solutions are tailored for compliance and ease of use by reps in the field. The most widely

adopted solution is Veeva CRM, a life sciences-specific CRM built on the Salesforce platform. In

fact, “Veeva CRM is the most widely used life sciences CRM solution,” preferred by

pharmaceutical field teams (Devops Solution by Healthcare Industry - Copado). Veeva (and

similar platforms like IQVIA̓s OCE or Oracleʼs Siebel Pharma) provides reps with a mobile app to

view their target list of physicians, addresses and profiles, and to record each contact (e.g.,
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detailing visits, sample drops). These systems often integrate the HCP reference data (from

IQVIA, Definitive, etc.) so that reps have up-to-date info on each physicianʼs specialty,

affiliations, and any notes from past interactions.

Modern pharma CRM systems also enable territory management – assigning which rep covers

which doctors – and can display a map of the territory with physician locations. They include

scheduling tools for reps to plan appointments and route planning to optimize field travel.

Importantly, CRMs maintain an interaction history to ensure continuity: if a physician was

detailed about Product X last month and had questions, the next interaction can build on that.

Some CRMs (like Veeva) have built-in closed-loop marketing features: reps can show approved

digital materials on a tablet and capture the physicianʼs feedback or interests. The CRM also

helps with sampling compliance, by recording signatures when a doctor receives samples and

checking their license status automatically (to comply with sample distribution laws). Finally,

sales managers use CRM dashboards to monitor activity (calls per week, etc.) and to ensure that

high-priority HCPs are being visited at the intended frequency. In short, a pharma-specific CRM

is the backbone for orchestrating and documenting sales rep engagements with physicians.

KOL Identification and Mapping Tools

Beyond basic contact data, pharma companies invest in Key Opinion Leader (KOL) mapping

software to identify influential physicians and experts. These tools aggregate vast amounts of

information about HCPsʼ academic and clinical impact. For example, Monocl ExpertInsight (by

Definitive Healthcare) offers a database of over 15 million global healthcare experts across

specialties (Best KOL Mapping Software in 2025). It allows users to search and filter physicians

by their publication history, clinical trial involvement, conference presentations, and even social

media presence. By incorporating data on an expertʼs “digital footprint” and influence (such

as Twitter activity or news mentions), platforms like Monocl help companies pinpoint not only

high prescribers but also thought leaders in a field (Best KOL Mapping Software in 2025). Field

medical teams or “scientific liaisons” often use these to find researchers or speakers, but sales

teams also benefit by knowing which physicians are local leaders or early adopters whom others

follow.

Similarly, H1 (H1.co) and Veeva Link are KOL insight platforms. They use AI to continually

update profiles with new publications, guideline committee memberships, and treatment trends.

These tools often visualize KOL networks – for example, showing which doctors refer patients

to which specialists, or which physicians collaborate together – giving a map of influence.

Having a KOL mapping tool enables a pharma company to segment targets not just by volume

but by influence: e.g., engaging a moderate-prescribing professor who trains many other

doctors could have a multiplier effect. Additionally, such platforms help in planning speaker

programs and advisory boards by identifying the best experts to involve. In summary, KOL

mapping software complements the CRM by layering on deeper insight about a physicianʼs

professional stature and connections in the medical community.
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Digital Engagement Platforms

As HCP engagement has expanded beyond face-to-face meetings, pharma companies use a

range of digital tools to support remote and multi-channel interactions:

Virtual Detailing Tools: These allow reps to detail physicians via video calls or screen-sharing

sessions. For instance, Veeva Engage is a module that enables reps to host compliant video

meetings with doctors, showing the same approved content they would use in person (CRM - Veeva

Systems). Other common platforms include using secured Zoom or Microsoft Teams meetings

tailored for pharma (often integrated into the CRM for scheduling). Virtual detailing became

especially prominent during the COVID-19 pandemic and remains a core channel. Reps can cover

larger territories by intermixing virtual calls for distant or low-access offices. Virtual engagement

platforms typically provide interactive content (e-detail aids) and track the duration of the meeting

and content viewed, which feeds back into the CRM.

Email and Remote Communication: Pharma companies deploy approved email systems so reps

can send personalized, compliant emails to physicians (usually through the CRM, using templates

that have been medically approved). These emails might share a new study result or invite the doctor

to an event. Digital marketing teams also run non-personal promotion (NPP) campaigns – such as

automated email sequences or targeted online ads – to reinforce rep messages. Tools like Salesforce

Marketing Cloud or IQVIAʼs orchestrated customer engagement systems can segment and send

messages to HCP audiences based on data. However, careful consent management is needed (using

only business emails and allowing opt-outs).

Web Portals and Online Communities: Some companies leverage physician portals (e.g., Medscape

or Doximity) to reach HCPs where they consume content. For example, sponsoring a banner or

interactive case study on Medscape can target doctors by specialty. Doximity, a professional

network for physicians, offers marketing solutions like DocMail (sending messages to HCP inboxes)

and curated news feeds. Pharma reps might use these indirectly by coordinating with marketing – for

instance, inviting Doximity connections to a webinar. Additionally, many pharma companies have their

own HCP portals or websites where doctors can register to get resources, sample requests, or on-

demand webinars.

Content Repositories and Apps: To ensure consistent and on-label information across channels,

companies use content management systems (like Veeva Vault or Zinc) to house all presentation

materials, brochures, and digital content that reps or marketers share with physicians. Reps often

have a tablet app that pulls in the latest slides, clinical reprints, or demo videos to use in

appointments (in-person or virtual). There are also mobile apps for reps that provide quick

references on each HCP (profile info, last interactions) before they walk into a meeting.

Overall, digital engagement tools extend the repʼs reach and enable an omnichannel approach

– coordinating in-person visits, virtual meetings, emails, and media so that the physician

experiences a cohesive engagement. For example, a doctor might first hear about a new drug via

an email, later discuss it in a video call with a rep, and then meet the rep in person at their office

with samples – all tracked through integrated platforms.

AI-Driven Targeting and “Next Best Action” Solutions
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In recent years, pharma sales teams have started leveraging artificial intelligence (AI) and

machine learning tools to enhance targeting and rep effectiveness. These solutions analyze

large datasets (prescriptions, physician preferences, past engagement outcomes, etc.) to guide

who to contact and how. A leading example is Aktana, an AI decision-support platform used by

many pharma companies. Aktanaʼs AI technology integrates with a companyʼs CRM to

synthesize data from a wide variety of sources and guide marketing teams and sales reps on

such things as which physicians to contact, when to do so, and how to best approach them

(Harnessing AI to Improve Sales and Marketing Decision-Making - The Bio Report). In practice,

this means the system might suggest to a rep: “Dr. Smith hasnʼt seen a rep in 3 months and

recently a competitorʼs drug went off formulary at her hospital – consider reaching out this week

with an efficacy update.” These are often referred to as “Next Best Action” recommendations.

They use predictive analytics to find opportunities or risks (e.g., a model might predict which

high prescribers are at risk of switching to a competitor, prompting proactive engagement).

AI-driven platforms (from vendors like Aktana, Zephyr, IQVIA, and others) can also personalize

content suggestions – for example, telling a rep which study or key message is likely to resonate

most with a particular physician based on their profile. Some advanced systems incorporate

digital channel suggestions too, blending with marketing automation (e.g., recommending

sending an email vs. scheduling a call if the doctor has been unresponsive in person but clicks

on emails). The goal of these AI tools is to improve sales force effectiveness by ensuring each

interaction is well-timed and relevant. They act like a “virtual analyst,” crunching data in the

background so the rep can focus on relationship-building with actionable insights in hand.

Additionally, AI is used for segmentation analytics (finding patterns in which types of doctors

respond best), and even for territory optimization (simulating call plans to maximize return).

While not replacing the human touch, these platforms augment decision-making. Early adopters

have reported more efficient call plans and better alignment between sales and marketing

through AI-guided orchestration (Harnessing AI to Improve Sales and Marketing Decision-

Making - The Bio Report). As the volume of data (from EHRs, claims, etc.) grows, such tools are

becoming essential to make sense of it and drive smarter HCP targeting.

Legal and Compliance Considerations

Engaging healthcare professionals in the U.S. is heavily regulated. Pharma companies must

navigate patient privacy laws, marketing ethics, and disclosure requirements to avoid legal

pitfalls. Here we outline key compliance considerations when sourcing and interacting with

physicians:
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Patient Privacy (HIPAA): The Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) sets strict

rules for protecting patient health information. Generally, pharma sales activities do not directly

involve patient data, so the Privacy Rule “rarely impacts conversation, sampling, and other regular

interactions” between reps and physicians (How does HIPAA influence pharmaceutical sales to

doctors?). Reps are not healthcare providers, and they should not receive any identifiable patient

information during their visits. For example, a doctor can discuss a case in general terms but cannot

share a patientʼs name or record with a drug rep without patient authorization (HIPAA and Drug Reps:

What Info Can I Release? - PharmCompliance). Pharma companies are mindful that if they ever

collaborate with providers on analyzing patient outcomes or need access to patient data (for a study

or program), they may become a **“business associate” under HIPAA and require proper contracts

and patient consent (How does HIPAA influence pharmaceutical sales to doctors?). In day-to-day

sales, compliance training instructs reps to avoid viewing PHI – for instance, if they are in a clinic,

they should not look at open charts or computer screens with patient info. Many offices have policies

like escorting reps in patient areas or having them wait in designated spaces to maintain privacy

safeguards (How does HIPAA influence pharmaceutical sales to doctors?). The bottom line: No

Protected Health Information (PHI) should be collected or used in HCP targeting. Data like

prescription volume by doctor is aggregated and de-identified (it shows what Dr. Jones prescribed,

but not any patientʼs identity, which is allowed). By strictly separating patient data from sales

activities, companies stay on the right side of HIPAA.

Sunshine Act (Open Payments): Under the Physician Payments Sunshine Act (part of the

Affordable Care Act of 2010), drug and device manufacturers must report to the federal

government any payment or “transfer of value” made to U.S. physicians and certain other HCPs

(Genentech: FAQs). This is implemented through the CMS Open Payments program. Pharma

companies are required to track and annually disclose virtually all things of value given to doctors –

including consulting fees, speaker honoraria, meals, travel, educational materials, and even small

gifts. According to CMS, reportable items include meals, educational items, consulting/speaker

fees, travel and lodging, research grants, and ownership interests (Genentech: FAQs). For

example, if a sales rep brings a lunch worth $15 to a doctorʼs office, that is a transfer of value that

must be recorded and reported under the doctorʼs name. The data gets published on a public Open

Payments database each year for transparency. Non-compliance can lead to significant fines and

reputational damage. Best practices for companies include using expense tracking tools that log

expenditures per HCP, training reps to obtain accurate attendee signatures at speaker programs, and

reconciling data to ensure every cent is accounted for. The Sunshine Act also defines “covered

recipients” broadly – not just physicians (MD/DO) but now PAs, NPs, dentists, and others are

included in reporting (Genentech: FAQs) (Genentech: FAQs). Pharma reps must be careful, for

instance, to note when a nurse practitioner joins a lunch, as their meal may need reporting too.

Common pitfalls to avoid are failing to report an expense (even inadvertently), or trying to

improperly influence a physician with lavish gifts (which Sunshine makes public and can trigger

scrutiny). Transparency is key: many companies have physicians sign or acknowledge any in-kind

benefit (even a sandwich) and they provide advance notice that it will be reported. Overall, Sunshine

Act compliance has become a core part of HCP engagement – sales and marketing teams work

closely with compliance departments to record all reportable transactions accurately (Food Spending

and the Sunshine Act: Easy Compliance with ezCater).
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Promotional Conduct and FDA Regulations: All promotional interactions with physicians must

adhere to FDA regulations and industry codes to ensure ethical marketing. FDA rules prohibit “off-

label” promotion – meaning reps can only discuss indications and uses of a drug that are approved

on its official label. Reps cannot proactively promote unapproved uses or make unsubstantiated

claims. Violations have led to large legal settlements in the past, so companies enforce strict scripts

and approved messaging. Sales materials (detail aids, brochures, slides) go through medical-legal

review to ensure they include required fair balance (risks vs. benefits) and accurate, up-to-date

information. Reps are trained to respond to any off-label questions by referring them to medical

affairs (who can provide scientific info upon request, in a compliant way). PhRMA Code of Ethics:

The U.S. pharma industry follows the PhRMA Code on Interactions with Healthcare Professionals, a

self-regulatory code that sets standards for marketing conduct. It prohibits extravagant gifts or

entertainment – for example, reps cannot give sporting event tickets or expensive items to

physicians. Only modest meals in appropriate settings and educational items of minimal value are

allowed. The code also guides that any clinical reprints or education must be genuinely informative

and not an inducement. Promotional speaker programs (where a physician is paid to give a talk to

peers) have come under increased scrutiny; companies must ensure those programs have legitimate

educational purpose and avoid lavish hospitality. In 2020, the HHS Office of Inspector General issued

a special alert warning that many speaker programs present a risk of kickbacks if not properly

controlled (e.g., holding them at fancy resorts or providing pricey dinners could signal an intent to

influence rather than educate). Now firms implement safeguards: holding programs in modest

venues, capping meal values, banning guests/spouses, and monitoring repeat attendance. Overall,

reps are expected to uphold high ethical standards – focusing on education and scientific

exchange rather than any form of inducement.

Anti-Kickback and Compliance Pitfalls: The Federal Anti-Kickback Statute (AKS) makes it illegal

to offer or pay any remuneration to induce or reward referrals or orders of healthcare services

reimbursable under federal programs. In the pharma context, this means a company cannot offer

anything of value with the intent of influencing a physicianʼs prescribing. While the Sunshine Act

mandates disclosure, AKS and related laws govern the underlying behavior. Companies must ensure

that payments to physicians (for consulting, research, speaking, etc.) are for bona fide services at

fair market value – not disguised rewards for writing prescriptions. Compliance departments review

any HCP engagements like speaker contracts or advisory boards to ensure they have legitimate

purpose and documentation. Common pitfalls include: offering excessive speaking honoraria to

high-prescribing doctors, giving lucrative “consulting” deals without clear deliverables, or even small

quid-pro-quos like excessive meals that could be seen as trying to curry favor. Even beyond legal

requirements, the trend is for pharma to adopt an “above reproach” approach – e.g., some have

policies that reps cannot give out even trivial branded trinkets anymore, to avoid any perception of

inappropriate influence.

Additionally, pharma companies must be mindful of state laws and privacy: a few states have

extra restrictions (like Vermont bans most gifts to HCPs entirely; California has meal spending

limits per HCP). There are also emerging data privacy laws (CCPA/CPRA) that, while mostly

consumer-focused, could apply if handling personal data (like a physicianʼs personal email or if

an HCP requests their data not be sold). Generally, HCP business information is used under the

“legitimate interest” of healthcare operations, but firms still protect HCP data securely and

honor opt-outs from marketing lists.
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By instituting rigorous compliance training and systems – for example, requiring manager

approval for any item of value, tracking all payments, and auditing field activities – pharma

companies strive to engage physicians in a way that is informative and ethical, without crossing

legal lines. The result of these safeguards is a more transparent, trust-based relationship:

physicians get the information and support they need, and the public can be assured that

prescribing decisions are not unduly influenced by unethical marketing.

Common Strategies for Reaching Physicians

Pharmaceutical sales organizations deploy a mix of engagement strategies to effectively reach

physicians. In the U.S., these typically include traditional in-person visits as well as various

forums and channels for interaction. Here are the most common approaches:

Face-to-Face Sales Visits

In-person detailing by sales representatives has long been the cornerstone of physician

engagement. A pharma sales rep will schedule visits to a physicianʼs office or hospital to meet

with the doctor (or sometimes other staff) and discuss the clinical benefits of their product.

These face-to-face meetings allow reps to build personal relationships, understand the

physicianʼs needs, and handle questions or objections in real time. Reps often bring visual aids

(tablet presentations or brochures) to guide the conversation and may provide drug samples so

that the physician can try the medication with patients who might benefit. A common tactic is

the “lunch-and-learn,” where a rep brings a catered lunch for the clinic staff in exchange for a

dedicated time to present to the physicians and answer questions. Despite increasing

constraints on physiciansʼ time, these personal interactions are highly valued for launching new

therapies and maintaining product awareness. In fact, after a dip during the pandemic, in-person

engagement has largely rebounded – one industry survey found that preference for in-person

meetings with pharma reps has risen significantly from pandemic lows, returning close to

pre-COVID levels (Hybrid Engagement is the New Normal for Physicians - BCG). Physicians

appreciate face-to-face visits especially for new products: when a new drug launches, doctors

tend to prefer a personal discussion to thoroughly understand the data (Hybrid Engagement is

the New Normal for Physicians - BCG). The advantages of face-to-face are the ability to read

body language, develop trust, and often get more time from the physician than they might spare

for an unsolicited email. However, access remains a challenge as many clinics impose no-see

policies or limit rep visits to certain days/times. Thus, reps must provide clear value in each visit

(delivering relevant clinical information or patient support resources) to maintain access. In

summary, face-to-face detailing continues to be an “anchor channel” of engagement (Hybrid

Engagement is the New Normal for Physicians - BCG), critical for relationship-building and

effective for driving prescriptions when done responsibly.

Virtual Detailing and Remote Engagement
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Virtual engagement became mainstream in pharma during the COVID-19 pandemic, when in-

person visits were curtailed. Now, a hybrid model has emerged where reps mix in virtual calls

and online interactions with physicians. Virtual detailing typically involves scheduling an

appointment to meet via video conference or phone, often with screen-sharing of slides (hence

“e-detailing”). This approach offers convenience: physicians can join from their computer or

phone at a time that suits them, without needing to host a rep in the office. For reps, it expands

reach – they can cover a wider geographic area and connect with physicians who prefer not to

take in-office meetings. According to a 2023 BCG survey, 84% of physicians want to maintain

or increase the share of virtual interactions with pharma companies, indicating that remote

channels are “here to stay” as part of the engagement mix (Hybrid Engagement is the New

Normal for Physicians - BCG) (Hybrid Engagement is the New Normal for Physicians - BCG).

Successful virtual detailing requires brevity and interactivity (e.g., using digital content that can

be annotated live). Pharma companies invested in training reps on virtual presentation skills and

in compliant video platforms as mentioned earlier. Many have also used webinars and online

events as a form of remote engagement – for example, inviting groups of physicians to a live

webcast with a medical expert discussing a therapy area. Reps then follow up individually. Pros

of virtual engagement: efficient use of time, ability to involve multiple staff (a nurse or PA could

easily join a video call), and flexibility (a rep can do an evening video call if the doctor prefers).

Cons: easier for HCPs to multitask or cut short, lack of hands-on sample delivery (though some

companies mail samples), and no substitute for the personal touch for some. Going forward,

most pharma sales models are hybrid – leveraging both in-person and virtual. Companies are

finding the right balance: for instance, a rep might visit top-tier physicians in person quarterly,

but supplement with virtual touchpoints in between. This meets physiciansʼ openness to digital

while preserving the relationship aspect of face meetings (Hybrid Engagement is the New

Normal for Physicians - BCG). The key is to tailor it: some physicians (often younger, tech-savvy

ones) may engage deeply via remote channels, while others (especially older, traditional

clinicians) still prefer the rep to come by physically (Hybrid Engagement is the New Normal for

Physicians - BCG).

Speaker Programs and Educational Events

Speaker programs are educational sessions, often dinner meetings or lunchtime talks, where a

physician (usually a respected peer) gives a presentation about a disease area or a specific

product to an audience of other HCPs. Pharmaceutical companies sponsor these programs as a

way to educate and engage physicians in a more in-depth manner than a brief sales call.

Typically, the sponsoring company will recruit a key opinion leader (KOL) or experienced

physician as the speaker, provide them with content (slides that are reviewed for compliance),

and invite local physicians to attend. Attendees get a deep dive into clinical data, patient case

discussions, and can participate in Q&A. The speaker, being a peer, often carries more credibility

– it doesnʼt feel like a sales pitch so much as a medical education session (albeit funded by the

company). For the pharma sales team, speaker programs serve multiple purposes: they can

reach multiple HCPs at once, allow more time (an hour program vs. a 5-minute office call), and
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help identify engaged physicians (those who show up and ask questions). Reps typically invite

their target doctors to these events and attend as hosts, facilitating introductions and gathering

feedback.

There are two types: promotional speaker programs (non-CME, focused on a productʼs data)

and continuing medical education (CME) programs (which are supposed to be independent,

but pharma may provide grants). Here we refer to the promotional kind. Compliance is critical:

companies must ensure these events are legitimate education, not social outings. The venue is

usually a modest restaurant or conference room, meals are provided but within the acceptable

limits (as per PhRMA Code). Attendee sign-ins are collected, and any meal value is later reported

under Sunshine Act. Speaker selection is also closely vetted to avoid conflict of interest or

overpayment. When executed correctly, speaker programs are highly valued – especially in

complex or new therapeutic areas where doctors want to learn from an expert. They also create

a forum for local physicians to discuss experiences (which can indirectly promote the product

through peer influence). That said, the number of in-person dinner programs saw a decline in

2020 and 2021 due to both pandemic and compliance pressures. Some have shifted to virtual

webinars with speakers, which can reach even larger audiences without the meal component.

However, many physicians appreciate the face-to-face networking of a live program. To avoid

pitfalls, pharma companies are now very clear: these programs must be educational; lavish

entertainment or recreational events are not allowed, and frequent attendees or speakers are

monitored to ensure itʼs not just the same people getting benefits repeatedly. Done properly,

speaker programs can enhance physician knowledge and trust, by providing a platform to

discuss the science behind a therapy in detail.

Conferences and Medical Meetings

Another key strategy is engaging HCPs at medical conferences and professional meetings.

Major conferences (like the American College of Cardiology meeting or ASCO for oncology)

gather thousands of physicians in one place, making them high-value opportunities for pharma

companies to connect with their audience. Companies typically invest in exhibit booths in the

conference expo hall, where reps and medical science liaisons staff informational displays about

their products or pipeline. Physicians can visit the booth to ask questions, pick up literature, see

demonstrations (e.g., for a device or an inhaler technique), and sometimes meet company

scientists or executives. These booths are strictly regulated (promotional materials must be

approved, and often no samples are given on-site except perhaps vouchers). Beyond the exhibit

floor, pharma often hosts satellite symposia or sponsored sessions during conferences – for

example, an educational lunch session on a specific disease state, featuring expert speakers

(these might be CME accredited or not, depending on rules). Reps will invite physicians

attending the conference to these sessions.

Conferences also serve as a venue for relationship building: reps may schedule meetings or

dinners with key customers who are in town for the meeting (mindful of compliance if any meal is

provided), or they may sponsor hospitality suites where doctors can drop by for coffee and
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conversation about the product. Another common practice is using conferences for product

theaters, where the company can present product info in a theater setting to interested

attendees. For newer or smaller companies, conferences are crucial to gain visibility among

specialists. For established companies with big booths, itʼs about presence and engagement –

showing commitment to the field. Benefits of conference engagement: efficient access to

many physicians at once, ability to gather insights (doctors often give candid feedback on

competitors or needs while in a more collegial environment), and reinforcing education with

latest data (since conferences are where new study results are presented, reps can immediately

discuss how their product fits into emerging evidence). Additionally, companies often collect

leads (names/emails) at booths for follow-up – albeit now many conferences have restrictions on

scanning badges unless the physician consents, due to privacy.

Apart from large national meetings, pharma reps also attend local and regional conferences

(like state medical society meetings or specialty workshops) as exhibitors or sponsors. And

donʼt forget hospital grand rounds or lunch seminars – some reps sponsor these educational

meetings at local hospitals, providing funding or speakers for a departmentʼs learning session

(with proper disclosure). All these are ways to integrate into the medical communityʼs existing

learning forums rather than always pulling the physician out to a standalone pharma event.

Other Outreach Channels

While the above are the primary methods, there are a few other strategies pharma companies

use to reach doctors:

Peer-to-Peer Networking: Facilitating connections among physicians can indirectly support

engagement. For example, arranging for a new customer to speak with an experienced prescribing

physician (with permission) about their experience. This isnʼt a formal program but often reps know

which of their physicians are enthusiastic and may connect them (informally or via referral to a

company-run message board).

Advisory Boards: Companies convene small groups of physicians for advisory board meetings to

get insights on product use or unmet needs. Although the main purpose is to gather advice (for

which physicians are compensated and which is disclosed as consulting), it also serves to deepen

those physiciansʼ understanding of the product and increases their sense of partnership with the

company. Advisors often become advocates if they genuinely see the productʼs value.

Digital Marketing and Media: Pharma marketing teams increasingly use digital advertising targeted

to HCPs – for instance, placing ads or sponsored content on medical journalsʼ websites or on

physician-targeted social media like LinkedIn. They may also create podcasts or short video content

featuring key experts discussing the therapy, which are then disseminated online. While not direct

“sales rep” engagement, reps might direct their physicians to such content (“Did you see the recent

NEJM podcast on heart failure? It features our drugʼs data – I can send you the link”). This synergy

between sales and digital channels is part of an omnichannel strategy ensuring the physician hears

consistent messages in various forums.
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EHR Integration: A newer avenue is providing educational or prompts within electronic health record

systems. Some pharma companies partner with EHR providers to deliver, for example, alerts or info

when a doctor is prescribing in a certain disease area (“Consider X medication for patients with Y

condition – learn more here”). This is a delicate area due to EHR companiesʼ policies and the need

for unbiased presentation, but it is emerging as another way to reach doctors at the point of care.

In conclusion, pharma companies in the U.S. use a multi-pronged approach to engage

physicians: personal visits for relationship and trust, virtual meetings and digital channels for

efficiency and reach, educational events like speaker programs for in-depth learning, and

conference presence for broad exposure. The trend is toward an integrated, customer-centric

model often termed “omnichannel engagement,” where sales reps, medical affairs, and

marketing coordinate to meet physicians where they are, with the information they need, in a

compliant manner. Those organizations that blend data-driven targeting with these engagement

strategies – while respecting the legal and ethical boundaries – tend to achieve the best results

in informing physicians and ultimately improving patient care through appropriate medication

use.

Conclusion

Sourcing and engaging physicians for pharma sales in the U.S. requires a combination of quality

data, smart segmentation, enabling technology, and strict compliance. Companies begin

with rich HCP databases (like IQVIA, Definitive Healthcare, Symphony Health, and AMA̓s

Masterfile) to know who the physicians are, where they practice, and what their clinical activity

looks like. They apply best practices to segment these physicians by geography, specialty,

prescribing behavior, and even digital preferences, ensuring that sales efforts focus on the most

relevant and high-value targets. Modern CRM systems, KOL mapping tools, and digital

engagement platforms then empower sales reps with the how – guiding interactions and

providing multiple channels to connect with busy HCPs. AI-driven analytics are further

enhancing these efforts by suggesting optimal outreach plans and refining target lists

continuously.

All of these activities operate under the umbrella of compliance – patient privacy is safeguarded

(no sensitive health data is misused), and interactions with HCPs are transparent and ethical,

following the Sunshine Act and FDA marketing regulations. By adhering to these rules, pharma

companies maintain trust with the medical community and the public as they promote their

therapies.

Finally, the way pharma reaches physicians has evolved: while the traditional rep visit is still vital,

itʼs now supplemented by virtual detailing, peer-to-peer education like speaker programs, and

presence at scientific conferences. This omnichannel engagement model matches the reality

of todayʼs healthcare environment, where physicians expect relevant information through a mix

of in-person and digital experiences. Companies that successfully integrate data insights with a

human touch – an informed rep armed with valuable data and tools – are best positioned to
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support physicians in making the right treatment decisions. All efforts ultimately focus on the

same goal: delivering timely, useful information to the right physicians, so patients benefit from

the most appropriate therapies available.

Sources:

�. IQVIA OneKey healthcare provider database – size and scope of U.S. physician listings

(OneKey List Finder - IQVIA) (OneKey List Finder - IQVIA); attributes and integration

capabilities (OneKey Reference Data - IQVIA) (OneKey Reference Data - IQVIA).

�. Definitive Healthcare PhysicianView – comprehensive physician profiles including practice

info, claims/prescriptions, and Open Payments data (Data Products - PhysicianView).

�. Symphony Health IDV and PrescriberSource – near-census prescription data and use in

targeting high-volume prescribers (Link) (Link).

�. AMA Physician Masterfile – coverage of 1.4 million+ U.S. physicians and key data points

(training, specialty, etc.) (AMA Physician Professional Data™ - American Medical

Association) ([PDF] AMA Physician Masterfile).

�. Pharma segmentation methods – decile targeting and evolving to include digital affinity

(“double-deciling”) (How to Increase Your HCP Targeting ROI - PharmaforceIQ) (How to

Increase Your HCP Targeting ROI - PharmaforceIQ).

�. Veeva CRM dominance in pharma – noted as the most widely used life-sciences CRM for

HCP engagement (Devops Solution by Healthcare Industry - Copado).

�. Monocl ExpertInsight (Definitive) – KOL database with 15M+ experts and insights into

publications and digital influence (Best KOL Mapping Software in 2025).

�. Aktana AI for next-best-action – integrates with CRM to guide reps on which physicians to

contact and how/when (Harnessing AI to Improve Sales and Marketing Decision-Making -

The Bio Report).

�. Definitive Healthcare on HIPAA – minimal impact on routine pharma-physician interactions

as long as PHI is not accessed (How does HIPAA influence pharmaceutical sales to

doctors?).

��. Genentech Sunshine Act FAQ – requirement for companies to report payments/transfers of

value to physicians (Open Payments) (Genentech: FAQs) (Genentech: FAQs).

��. BCG 2023 survey – physiciansʼ increased acceptance of hybrid engagement (84% wanting

same or more virtual alongside in-person) (Hybrid Engagement is the New Normal for

Physicians - BCG) (Hybrid Engagement is the New Normal for Physicians - BCG).
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DISCLAIMER

The information contained in this document is provided for educational and informational purposes only.

We make no representations or warranties of any kind, express or implied, about the completeness,

accuracy, reliability, suitability, or availability of the information contained herein.

Any reliance you place on such information is strictly at your own risk. In no event will IntuitionLabs.ai or

its representatives be liable for any loss or damage including without limitation, indirect or consequential

loss or damage, or any loss or damage whatsoever arising from the use of information presented in this

document.

This document may contain content generated with the assistance of artificial intelligence technologies.

Despite our quality control measures, AI-generated content may contain errors, omissions, or

inaccuracies. Readers are advised to independently verify any critical information before acting upon it.

All product names, logos, brands, trademarks, and registered trademarks mentioned in this document are

the property of their respective owners. All company, product, and service names used in this document

are for identification purposes only. Use of these names, logos, trademarks, and brands does not imply

endorsement by the respective trademark holders.

IntuitionLabs.ai is an innovative AI consulting firm specializing in software, CRM, and Veeva solutions for

the pharmaceutical industry. Founded in 2023 by Adrien Laurent and based in San Jose, California, we

leverage artificial intelligence to enhance business processes and strategic decision-making for our

clients.

This document does not constitute professional or legal advice. For specific guidance related to your

business needs, please consult with appropriate qualified professionals.

© 2025 IntuitionLabs.ai. All rights reserved.
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