


The piece you’re about to read is from Klick 

Health’s Life (Sciences) After COVID-19 series,  

a collection of expert perspectives designed to  

inform and inspire the life sciences community  

for the coming changes and opportunities we  

anticipate as a result of this global health crisis. 

We invite you to engage with a multitude of these 

viewpoints by seeking out other pieces from this series, 

including Changing Contexts Changes Habits and Can 

COVID-19 Design a Better World for People Living with 

Chronic Conditions? at covid19.klick.com.



discover

Society’s collective shock from the 
pandemic has put intense urgency 
on learning about the virus and 
how to deal with it. As a result, 
societal health awareness is rising 
broadly, and specifically around 
the risks of common COVID-19 
comorbidities, like hypertension, 
diabetes, high cholesterol, obesity, 
asthma, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease, cancer, and 
immune disorders.1 Much of this 
awareness is fueled by outrage 
over the disproportionate toll 
the pandemic has taken on 
communities of color. 

People are also much more 
informed about COVID-19 lab 
testing and how it can save lives. 

This newfound awareness is 
not only changing behaviors 
around COVID-19 now, but will 
likely lead to ripple effects across 
other health conditions in the 
future. Life sciences leaders can 
leverage this health awareness 
momentum, convert it into 
health literacy, and direct it 
towards improvements in health 
behaviors and better outcomes 
in many other conditions, starting 
with COVID-19 comorbidities. 
Thoughtful planning and nuanced 
communications are required 
to meet the unique needs and 
barriers of the Black and Latino 
communities.

Life sciences 
leaders can 
leverage this 
health awareness 
momentum, convert 
it into health literacy, 
and direct it towards 
improvements in 
health behaviors 
and better outcomes 
in many other 
conditions, starting 
with COVID-19 
comorbidities.
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the proof

When increased health 
awareness leads to increased 
health literacy, we see a 
corresponding increase in 
effective disease self-care, 
more appropriate use of health 
services like lab testing, and more 
adherence to recommended 
prevention behaviors like 
vaccination.2,3

So what is “health literacy” 
exactly? As defined in the US 
Dept of Health and Human 
Services Healthy People 2020, it 
is “the degree to which individuals 
have the capacity to obtain, 
process, and understand basic 
health information and services 
needed to make appropriate 
health decisions.”4 

Hence there are three stages in 
the process to achieve literacy: 
first is to obtain health information, 
next is to process it, and third is 
to understand it. In the current 
environment, with non-stop 
COVID-19 media, most people are 
certainly obtaining information, 
but there are likely major gaps 
across how the information is 
processed, and ultimately how 
it is understood. And of course, 
different sources of information 
have differing levels of accuracy. 
For example, in March rapper 
and reality TV star Waka Flocka 
Flame famously said on a popular 
Los Angeles radio program that 
minorities can’t get COVID-19, and 

ever since both health officials 
and Black celebrities have 
been fighting that incorrect and 
dangerous piece of ‘information’.5  
Post-pandemic, there will be 
some populations gaining 
significant health literacy, some 
with just a little increase, and 
some who will stay at the same 
level, or potentially even regress 
due to misinformation.

Before COVID-19, much of the 
research on health literacy 
focused on the channels 
where informational resources 
are delivered (to facilitate 
wider obtaining), design of the 
resources (to facilitate better 
processing), and the importance 
of cultural relevance (to facilitate 
better understanding across 
the full breadth of society). Now, 
however, we might also consider 
how the effects of a new-
found urgency and awareness, 
combined with the fear of what 
might happen if one doesn’t take 
immediate action, might impact 
all three steps.

The Specific Issue around  
Lab Testing

~70% of medical decisions 
rely on the results of lab tests, 
be they blood, sputum, tissue, 
etc.6 There are large gaps, 
however, between what medical 
guidelines recommend and the 
actual frequency of tests that are 
performed.7 These gaps are in 
part driven by the varying levels 
of information being obtained, 
processed, and understood.

THE  
EVIDENCE
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the proof

When surveyed, many patients 
know a lot about what they 
should and shouldn’t do (such 
as getting lab tests ordered by 
their doctors) yet frequently make 
health decisions inconsistent with 
that knowledge.8 For example, 
many people with diabetes know 
they need multiple daily blood 
glucose measurements but 
don’t take them. Similarly, they 
need four A1c tests per year but 
most only get one or two. This 
pattern plays out across many 
chronic conditions and cancers. 
We know that a broad majority 
of all patients with diabetes are 
obtaining this information from 
their clinicians, and we also know 
there are variations in processing 
and understanding it.9 There is 
also significant evidence that 
clinician behavior can also 
be influenced by implicit bias, 
where, for example, a physician 
may make assumptions about a 
patient’s willingness to adhere to 
recommended testing or dietary 
recommendations based on 
their race/ethnicity, and alter or 
curtail their recommendations 
accordingly.10
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decisions

Beyond the varied levels of health literacy and clarity on the risks of 
COVID-19 comorbidities, there are a few other things changing in 
healthcare throughout the pandemic. 

First is the rapid uptake of 
telemedicine services,11 which 
among other things, makes it much 
easier for people to get orders for 
lab tests from their doctors. Some 
of these tests can even be shipped 
directly to patients’ homes for self-
conducted specimen collection, 
though others will require a brief visit 
to a nearby lab or diagnostic clinic. 

Second is the rising importance 
of self-care to help others, such 
as staying healthier to avoid 
transmitting diseases and reducing 
doctor and pharmacy visits.  
Pre-pandemic self-care was  
more about the ‘self,’ but now 
society is recognizing how much  

we all impact each other, and 
there’s a growing expectation that 
we all do more to take care of 
ourselves, and therefore each other. 
This is an interesting shift—Hispanic 
and Black communities have long 
been more collectivist than the US 
at large, prioritizing the ‘we’ over 
the ‘me’ and giving back to the 
community. The abrupt, drastic 
pressures of the pandemic have 
now provoked a broader shift in that 
direction—mainstream behavior is 
coming to resemble that of groups 
who have long experienced greater 
societal stressors.

THE POSSIBLE 
FUTURES
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decisions

Making the case  
for galvanizing  
health literacy...
Many are seeing data every day 
about the risks of COVID-19 mortality 
being directly related to not just 
age and ethnicity, but also to very 
real and widespread pre-existing 
comorbidities. Not only are people 
obtaining more information on how 
their immune system is compromised 
by these comorbidities, but they are 
starting to process and understand it, 
too. For example, between the weeks 
of March 20 and April 2, optimism 
in the Black community around the 
COVID-19 situation decreased by 
2 points while stress and anxiety 
increased by 9 and 10 points 
respectively, suggesting that the dire 
reality of the epidemic had begun 
to set in.12 Hence linking more active 
self-care to a benefit against not only 
COVID-19, but many other diseases, 
will resonate more than ever and drive 
positive behavior change. 

After the urgency of the current crisis 
reduces, health communicators will 
need to take an active role in ensuring 
the changes in health literacy remain 
with us. In this future state, if we hit 
the right notes, people will display a 
heightened understanding of health 
information and with it, the capability 
and motivation to make better health 
decisions, including the proper use of 
lab tests for screening and monitoring. 
Efforts to communicate around the 
critical importance of lab testing, 
which were only marginally successful 
before the pandemic, will likely enjoy 
greater interest, uptake, and ultimately 
will have more impact. Despite the 
painful experiences that are driving 
the current increase in health literacy, 
there could be many long-term 
benefits as a result.

In addition, health communicators 
have an opportunity and an obligation 
to be more thorough and thoughtful 
about their communications 
for the populations who are 
disproportionately affected by both 
the pandemic and comorbidities. 
Black and Hispanic communities 
have historically demonstrated a 
more reactive approach to health 
management, and there is now a 
tremendous opportunity to foster more 
proactive behavior. Priority needs to be 
placed on providing communities with 
culturally relevant, easy to process and 
understand messaging disseminated 
through trusted channels to avoid 
a repeat of the current mortality 
disparities we are seeing now.

Making the case 
against galvanizing 
health literacy... 
Any life sciences brand’s efforts to drive 
more health literacy by linking post-
pandemic health messaging back to 
COVID-19 must address a wide range 
of personal motivations or fail to be 
understood in a way that will influence 
behavior. As an example, the one-
note, fear-based messaging in most 
smoking cessation efforts has been 
observed to resonate with a certain 
segment of the population, but misses 
the mark with the large majority.13 
Similarly, if a brand chooses to focus 
mainly on the negative outcomes 
people may experience from their 
health conditions, and use this as the 
primary mechanism to drive more 
processing and understanding, only a 
small group will increase their health 
literacy, and most others will tune out 
at best, or develop mistrust at worst. 
Brands that forge ahead with a blind 
eye to the diversity of motivations 
will be hard-pressed to leverage the 
health awareness momentum from the 
pandemic in the future.
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execute

As both marketers and students 
of behavioral science who design 
communications and interventions 
to help people make better health 
decisions, there is an immediate 
opportunity to improve self-care 
across the board, but only if we 
take care to help different groups 
progress along their own health 
literacy journeys. Although most 
people are collectively in fear of the 
virus and very aware that all of us will 
need to get lab tests at some point, 
each group has different needs to 
successfully process and understand 
what to do about it. It is a perfect 
time to personalize messaging to 
drive that understanding, and we 
can start with prioritizing the need 
to get all the other lab tests people 
need for all their conditions, not just 
influenza and COVID-19, but blood 
glucose, A1c, cancer marker levels, 
cancer screening, etc.

In addition, the disparities brought 
to the forefront by COVID-19 reveal 
a longer-term opportunity for life 
sciences companies to focus 
on how they communicate with 
the most impacted segments, 
using strategies bespoke to each. 
Communications that take into 
account patients’ social, cultural, and 
linguistic needs are more effective 
in being understood and motivating 
action. This approach also fosters 
trust on the part of underserved 
communities, a significant barrier 
today.13 Over time, outreach efforts 
will evolve to meet the specific and 
unique needs of each group and will 
have more impact.   

THE  
ACTION PLAN FOR LIFE  

SCIENCES LEADERS
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execute

The work in front of us is to:

a. Research and identify 
population-specific 
needs to obtain, process, 
and understand health 
information, and establish  
a custom approach to each 
subpopulation designed for 
their unique needs.This may 
also build trust, particularly 
among segments where 
trust has been a deep-
seated barrier, and in  
doing so, create deeper 
levels of understanding.14

b. Identify the factors 
behind the inertia causing 
these populations to 
not follow through with 
healthcare provider (HCP) 
recommendations, and 
therefore not monitor their 
conditions. Take care to 
separate out those where 
inertia is caused by social 
determinants of health, and 
where communications 
must be accompanied by 
real societal commitment 
to eliminating barriers in 
order to successfully impact 
behavior change.15,16

c. Develop culturally 
appropriate and 
personalized messaging 
to address both HCP and 
patient motivations that 
will leverage their “COVID-
modified” health literacy, 
leading to more consistent 
lab testing, improved 
treatment, and better 
outcomes.
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execute
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We hope you’ve found this piece from our Life (Sciences) After COVID-19 series 
valuable and engaging. For more content like this, download our other published 
perspectives at covid19.klick.com and sign-up to receive future insights as soon as 
they become available.
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Senior Vice President,  
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-
Amy is a cross-cultural marketing 
specialist with over 20 years of 
experience helping Fortune 500 
companies and leading not-for-
profits communicate effectively  
with diverse consumers.
Amy spearheads the creation of relevant and impactful 
communications for the segments driving growth in the US 
today: Hispanic, Black, Asian, and LGBTQ.

Amy is an adjunct professor at CUNY’s City College 
Campus, where she teaches Cross-Cultural Marketing 
and Advertising Planning. She holds a Master’s degree 
from the University of Pennsylvania and a PhD from 
Stanford and is fluent in English, Spanish, and Italian.

She has worked with a wide variety of health and non-health 
clients, including Johnson & Johnson, Pfizer, The American 
Heart Association, Janssen, Nestle, Citibank, HBO, Marriott, and 
Progressive Insurance.
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Destry Sulkes, MD 
Executive Vice President, Growth

-
Destry is deeply familiar with the decidedly 
human motivations that drive health 
behaviors and aren’t always aligned with 
what medical science would recommend.
His career has focused on helping patients and doctors make 
better decisions to improve their health experiences and live 
their best lives.

Prior to Klick, as Chief Experience Officer at WPP’s Health Practice, he 
partnered with behavioral economics experts to conduct research on this 
topic, termed “Health Inertia”. Consequently, he worked with non-profits like 
JDRF, as well as a variety of life science, biotech and insurance companies 
to deliver these services with brand teams at Ogilvy, Grey, VMLY&R, and 
Wunderman Thompson Health.

Destry has over 20 peer-reviewed publications, and in 2019 he 
was named one of MM&M’s Top 10 Innovation Catalysts. In a 
volunteer capacity, he served as a Board Director at the Alliance 
for Continuing Education in the Health Professions and currently 
serves on the CUNY’s School of Public Health’s Foundation Board, 
and on the Advisory Board for Rutger University’s Professional 
Science Master’s Program.
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While change can create 
challenges, it also opens the door 
to new opportunities. Join us as 
we explore the many imaginable 
paths to post-pandemic growth. 
We welcome you to start a dialogue 
with the authors of this piece:

Amy Gomez
agomez@klick.com

Destry Sulkes
dsulkes@katalystadvantage.com

Disclaimer: Klick Inc. is not a law firm, and  
the authors of this document are not lawyers.  
The information provided in this document is not 
intended to be taken as legal advice. If you have 
legal questions, please seek the advice of a  
licensed attorney. 




