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Blending Depth and Scale  
in Pharma Market Research

 
In a world where data often drives brand 
strategy, uncovering the why behind physician 
behaviour is critical, but traditional approaches 
to capturing that depth aren’t always scalable. 
Static open-ended questions frequently lack  
the adaptability needed to uncover meaningful 
context. Human moderation, while powerful,  
is resource-intensive and inconsistent at scale. 
The result: a trade-off between depth and 
breadth that leaves teams choosing between 
richness and representativeness, even as new 
technologies promise more.

Introducing the  
Virtual Moderator

 
Instar’s Virtual Moderator bridges the gap 
between qualitative depth and quantitative 
scale. Built on the latest Large Language 
Models (LLMs), it was developed with security, 
customizability, and scalability at its core.  
Unlike generic AI tools, this system was 
purpose-built to adapt to each study’s unique 
objectives, using tailored logic, tone, and 
probing styles to ensure relevance across 
therapy areas and respondent types.

Trained to mimic the thoughtful probing of a 
skilled human moderator, the Virtual Moderator 
engages physicians in natural, reflective 
dialogue—then leverages AI to extract 
structured insights, linking open-ended 
responses to deeper behavioral and emotional 
context. And because it’s designed for future 
scalability, it can be refined and reused across 
programs, compounding value over time.
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Why This Matters  
to Our Industry 
 
 

  
The Virtual Moderator  

lets us hear what physicians  
were really thinking — even when  

they weren’t sure themselves.  
  

Lead, Global Insights  
Pharma Client

 �Deeper Insight:  
Goes beyond top-of-mind responses  
to reveal emotional drivers and logic chains

 �Greater Consistency:  
Removes moderator bias and ensures 
standardized probing

 �Faster Turnaround:  
More meaningful open-ends— 
without adding time or complexity

 �Scalable Learning:  
Easily applied across large samples  
and multiple segments

Pharmaceutical brand teams face tighter 
budgets and higher expectations than ever 
before. They need fast answers—but not  
at the cost of insight quality. Traditional open-
ends often fall short, offering surface-level 
responses that lack context or depth.

The Virtual Moderator enhances quantitative 
research by enabling more thoughtful, adaptive 
follow-up to open-ended responses—capturing 
emotional drivers, context, and rationale in  
a consistent, scalable way. It helps clients  
go beyond basic metrics to uncover the real 
reasons behind HCP attitudes and behaviors. 
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Use Case 2
Unpacking Hidden Drivers  
of Prescribing Hesitation

A brand team noticed lower-than-expected uptake of  
a recently launched treatment for a chronic inflammatory 
condition—despite strong clinical data. Traditional surveys 
pointed to “safety concerns” and “cost,” but the reasoning 
behind these labels remained vague and unhelpful. 

To dig deeper, the Virtual Moderator asked physicians to 
articulate their own barriers—then adaptively probed around 
boxed warnings, tolerability, patient pushback, and specific 
disease-related fears. Rather than general mentions of “risk,” 
the Virtual Moderator uncovered a detailed emotional and 
clinical map: fears of malignancy, cardiovascular risk in 
already-vulnerable patients, and the discomfort of initiating 
difficult conversations with patients wary of new medications. 

These layered insights helped the brand team reframe  
their messaging, build more empathetic patient resources, 
and equip sales reps to address nuanced objections  
more effectively.

So, How Are Our Clients  
Using This Approach?

Use Case 1  
Revealing Real-World Behavioural  
Chains in Diabetes Care

A pharmaceutical client launched a novel therapy for  
Type 2 Diabetes, positioned as a new class. The clinical 
differentiators were clear—but did physicians perceive  
it as meaningfully different, and did that matter in practice?

Instar’s Virtual Moderator explored this through two adaptive 
conversation flows: one probing the concept of a “new class,” 
and another focused on perceptions of the therapy itself. 
Initially, physicians defaulted to familiar classifications.  
But as the conversation deepened, a clear behavioural 
narrative emerged: physicians linked weight loss to greater 
patient motivation, which drove adherence, which in turn 
improved glycemic control.

The Virtual Moderator uncovered not just how physicians 
categorized the product—but why it mattered in real-world 
practice. Insights like these would have been missed  
in static surveys or brief open ends.
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Use Case 3
Revealing How Doctors  
Truly Segment Patients

In a prior study, researchers used traditional survey  
techniques to segment patients into predefined groups.  
But results showed minimal differentiation—respondents 
either ignored the categories or forced responses that  
didn’t reflect real-world thinking.

To uncover more authentic insights, the Virtual Moderator 
asked physicians how they themselves group patients  
when making treatment decisions. What defines those 
groups? What clinical or behavioural cues matter most?  
What differentiates treatment candidates in practice?

This open, adaptive dialogue revealed that physicians do,  
in fact, segment patients—but based on their own logic: 
factors like adherence history, level of insight, support 
systems, and functional status. These organically defined 
patient types were immediately actionable—offering the  
client a clear framework to refine targeting, messaging,  
and education efforts.

  
Not going to lie.  

The virtual AI moderator 
was one of my favorite 

approaches from the year.  
It was so clever, efficient, 

AND insightful.  
  

Global Insights  
Pharma Client
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A Smarter Path Forward

 
 
The Virtual Moderator is a smarter way  
to capture richer insight within the quant 
framework. It represents a new layer of 
intelligence within quant—a way to uncover  
the “why” without sacrificing scale, speed,  
or structure. By enabling more meaningful, 
adaptive open-ended responses at scale,  
it empowers research teams and brand 
strategists to:

 �Unlock deeper insight without delay 
Gain rich, reflective responses directly within 
the quant instrument—no added timelines. 

 �Pinpoint what drives behaviour,  
not just what’s said 
Go beyond surface-level answers to 
understand emotion, rationale, and context. 

 �Make faster, more confident decisions 
Reduce ambiguity by capturing the “why”  
within the main study—early enough to  
shape strategy. 

 �Scale what used to be unscalable 
Reach hundreds of HCPs with intelligent, 
personalized probing—without sacrificing 
structure or speed. 

These benefits are powered by advanced 
features like real-time adaptive probing, 
sentiment-aware questioning, and thematic 
analysis. But the real impact lies in what  
those features unlock: faster clarity, stronger 
strategies, and smarter brand decisions.

The Bottom Line

 
 
At a time when every research dollar must  
do more, Instar’s Virtual Moderator introduces  
a new category of insight generation—one  
that merges the contextual depth of qualitative 
with the scale, speed, and structure of 
quantitative research. 

It’s not about replacing traditional methods— 
it’s about rethinking how we uncover the  
“why” with intelligence built directly into the 
quant experience. 
 
This shift gives clients faster, clearer insight—
without having to compromise between depth 
and scale.

For more details,  
please contact: 
oliver.bone@instarresearch.com
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