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The Role of Mobile Technology in Reshaping the 
Pharmaceutical Industry

In this age of information technology, people from all strata are 
benefiting from the opportunities provided by mobile devices. 
One of the most noticeable changes has been the growth in 
healthcare professionals (HCPs) and the general public accessing 
and collecting medical information via their smartphones, making 
full use of the mobiles’ convenience and easy-to-use features. 
This increasing demand for medical information has been 
accompanied by the development of a wide variety of mobile 
medical apps that are changing the way people think and perform 
their professional duties. In the pharmaceutical industry, mobile 
apps are also making a significant contribution by assisting 
companies improve customer outreach.

Current Status of Mobile Device Penetration 
Mobile devices are everywhere and according to a recent report 
commissioned by the International Telecommunication Union 
(ITU), there are around 6 billion mobile phone subscribers in 
the world. Another study by the Pew Research Center in America 
found that 91% of American adults have a cell phone, and more 
interestingly, 55% of American adults have a smartphone 1. 

This phenomenal growth in mobile phone users has also led 
to the increased use of mobile apps to fulfil a variety of needs. 
With just a single click, people can download apps on to their 
smartphones and use them to find new music, track the weather, 
meet new friends, get directions, and play games. Not only this, 
but an app can also possess life-saving potential. For instance, an 
app from Pfizer called Vaxtext sends personalised messages to 
parents’ smartphones based on the age of the children indicating 
which vaccine is next in line. The GoMeals app from Sanofi-Aventis 
works well for health-conscious people which allows users to keep 
a tally of calories, carbs and fats consumed in a meal. This app 
possesses a rich database containing the nutritional information 
of over 40,000 known foods and 20,000 menu items, which can 
be highly beneficial for patients suffering from serious health 
conditions like diabetes. Cancer patients enduring chemotherapy 
can be assisted by an extremely useful app, called iChemoDiary, 
from Merck & Co. Using this app, the cancer patients can maintain 
a personal oncology diary, which can help them keep track of 
their chemo schedules and other treatment procedures. Another 
app that is worth mentioning here is ‘Daily Carb’ from Maxwell 
Software. The patient can set the carb budget and track daily 
nutrition intake of the food, carbs, fibre, fat, etc., and also track 
quantity of water intake, readings of glucose, HbA1c, blood 
pressure, heart rate, weight, exercise, medications and insulin. 
They can share the readings with doctors in CSV, HTML or PDF 
format by email2. 

Novartis GIST Calculator allows physicians to calculate a 
patient’s risk of recurrence for Gastrointestinal Stromal Tumors 
(GIST) with an iPhone or iPod Touch. Roche’s Nursing ACE can 
be useful for nurses in getting patient educational information 
and contacts for nearby clinical coordinators. It is clear that 
pharmaceutical companies have also started to realise the value 

of mobile apps; in particular well-designed apps that can help 
companies reach potential customers and improve organisational 
efficiency. 

Use of Mobile Technology in the Pharmaceutical Industry
Mobile technology offers promising market potential for pharma 
companies. This technology gives drug manufacturers the 
opportunity to access patients directly. This allows the companies 
to have an improved image as perceived by the patients. In 
addition to this, the relationship between pharma companies 
and healthcare professionals is also improving. Companies have 
started using mobile facilities for influencing healthcare decisions 
of the consumers and building a connective channel between their 
products and the patients and doctors. Mobile technology can 
be regarded as a significant stepping stone with which pharma 
companies can transform themselves as friendly entities, allowing 
them to survive in a highly competitive environment.  

According to a report commissioned by Ernst & Young called 
‘Progressions: Building Pharma 3.0’, companies need to shift their 
focus from selling drugs to offering services that improve overall 
health outcomes by better management of diseases, coordinated 
care, and an expansion across different stages of care. Recently, 
pharmaceutical companies have started investing heavily in 
building user-friendly mobile apps, aimed at the needs of potential 
customers or patients and healthcare professionals, as well as the 
companies themselves. Almost all the major pharma companies, 
including AstraZeneca, Abbott, Bayer, GlaxoSmithKline, Merck, 
Novartis, Pfizer, Johnson & Johnson, Sanofi-Aventis, Roche, etc., 
have apps on the market. A well-designed app, be it a disease 
calculator, a medication tracker, a patient diary, or an educational 
catalogue, can improve the lives of patients and physicians and 
thus increase customer collaboration3.  

Once a drug has been licensed for sale, it is paramount to 
monitor its adverse effects and notify the pharmaceutical 
company and regulatory authorities whenever an adverse drug 
reaction (ADR) is suspected. However, busy schedules mean 
that healthcare professionals (HCPs) and pharmaceutical sales 
representatives have difficulty finding the time to report ADRs 
either to the company or the appropriate authority, resulting in 
very significant (98%) under-reporting of spontaneous ADRs4.

 
Virtual PV Ltd., a UK-based company specialising in 

pharmacovigilance (PV), has developed an effective and 
innovative solution to this problem. They have launched an 
‘Adverse Event Reporting App’, suitable for iPhones and iPads 
and designed to make it easier and more convenient for sales 
representatives, patients, or healthcare professionals to report an 
adverse drug reaction to a central location quickly. These reports 
are transmitted in XML format either over the cell phone network 
or wireless network using secure network protocols. Dr Stephen 
Hutson, the Founding Director of Virtual PV Ltd., highlighted the 
fact that “Reporting adverse event data directly from an app 
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allows the data to be transmitted straight into a company’s safety 
database or suitable registry. This not only saves time, by reducing 
the need to key in the data, but also induces significant cost 
savings as well. Deploying this app as part of a risk mitigation 
strategy would also allow access to the data in near real time, 
enabling companies and regulators to make faster decisions on 
critical patient safety issues, such as how to market the drug or 
possible withdrawal of the drug.”

Some other mobile apps have also been found to be useful 
in the pharmaceutical industry. For instance, GlaxoSmithKline 
introduced an iPhone app with maps of its facilities in order to 
make life easier for newcomers to its sites. Glaxo employees can 
use this app for gaining access to the internal maps which show 
the locations of individual desks, and the best ways to get around 
an office. 

Benefits Obtained from Mobile Technology
Mobile apps like the ‘Adverse Event Reporting App’ from 
Virtual PV Limited are capable of bringing immense benefits 
for a pharmaceutical company. Besides providing an easy and 
convenient way for HCPs and non-HCPs alike to gather and report 
adverse events, the app offers the potential for considerable 
resource savings. For example, consider a pharmaceutical 
company with ten sales representatives who on average report 
one adverse event per week. Like all sales representatives, they 
are trained to report the four basic data elements of patient 
identifier, reporter (usually HCP) contact details, suspect drug, 
and adverse reaction. All are required for a case to be valid. The 

representatives report adverse events to the PV department via 
hasty phone calls, often on poor mobile connections, or via an 
email composed at the end of a long day, and as a result one 
or more data items (usually the HCP contact details) are often 
missing or incomplete. If an app like the ‘Adverse Event Reporting 
App’ is used, its user-friendly design ensures that entering the data 
is easy and fast and can be transmitted directly into the company 
safety database in a timely manner, minimising the overall cost 
involved in this process, allowing a significant amount of effort 
to be redeployed to more valuable tasks. This is in addition to 
the benefit of further improving the reliability with which sales 
representatives report adverse events5. 

Moreover, pharmaceutical companies can also use mobile 
technology to replace their traditional sales approaches with 
state-of-the-art techniques to boost their sales. Mobile tools and 
applications of different types providing real-time information 
have enabled companies to adopt strategic approaches to 
establish direct contacts with customers. This may drive these 
companies towards gaining sales efficiency and productivity, 
better customer experience, and maximised cost management 
initiatives. For instance, “Sales team members also take advantage 
of built-in mobile specific capabilities such as location services 
(GPS) to enhance sales planning and decision-making even 
further. With location-based alerts and customised notifications, 
representatives will be able to gauge their proximity to various 
customers, target them more effectively, and provide more 
relevant product and selling information”6. 
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It is always essential for pharmaceutical sales representatives 
to manage their inventory of drug samples. This involves not 
only the ability to track the inventory and distribution of the 
sample material, but also the need to validate the identity of a 
physician and authorise the accuracy of their signature. Many 
pharma companies at present have started to utilise mobile 
solutions capable of capturing an electronic signature, and also 
providing access to physician validation data, and recording 
sample inventory information. This may eventually result in the 
reduction of paperwork and increased accuracy7.

Furthermore, mobile applications provide the opportunity to 
establish a direct channel of communication between the patient 
and the manufacturer of a pharmaceutical product. Patients using 
an application can “tell” when and how they use their medications 
– the dosage, etc., and are able to give feedback on the drug’s 
impact and their own satisfaction with the product. These 
applications provide direct usage information which can assist 
in understanding the usage habits of patients, helping the pharma 
companies immensely. In addition to these, companies may use 
different kinds of mobile apps to improve relationships with the 
key clients of the pharmaceutical industry, the doctors, due to 
the opportunity that these apps may provide to communicate 
with them directly and easily8.

Mobile technology can also help pharmaceutical companies 
minimise their cost by equipping the sales force with relatively 
cheap mobile devices. Companies can also save a significant 
amount of time and money previously spent on maintaining 
and troubleshooting laptops and upgrading different software 
regularly. Various types of mobile applications can also be 
used to provide training to new sales representatives, for which 
pharmaceutical companies currently spend a huge amount of 
money. 

Conclusion 
Pharmaceutical companies today are increasingly investing in a 
whole range of healthcare initiatives and innovations that aren’t 
drugs at all, including smartphone apps, social media platforms, 
educational websites, and other programmes. As smartphones 
and tablets are becoming more pervasive, pharma companies 
from all over the world should come forward to enhance their 
research and development (R & D) initiatives, as well as try to 
invest more in introducing new, innovative mobile apps that will 
come out as useful for the patients, doctors, sales representatives 
and all concerned parties. In order to maintain the competitive 
advantages, it is crucial for drug-producing companies to take 
advantage of the mobile technology and come up with novel 
mobile applications to promote their brands and make a 
significant contribution in the health sector.  
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