
Public relations rarely is about a big “news” story. And few well-established animal health brands have 
the luxury of a steady news cycle. It’s more about the continuous drumbeat of information to foster 
and build connections between a brand and its audiences over time. A marathon, not a sprint. 

The challenge for many animal health companies is maintaining relevance and a top-of-mind presence not 
only with the media, but also customers – particularly in the absence of frequent newsworthy developments. 
The equine division of Merck Animal Health was no different. 

Overcoming this challenge relies on a robust PR-driven content strategy grounded in accessible subject-matter 
expertise, and a healthy dose of creativity.

CASE STUDY

The role of PR to keep a brand relevant 
and top-of-mind through the years

A marathon, not a sprint
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Byline articles are 
a valuable way to 
establish industry 
credibility. 

The Merck Animal Health equine team consisted of a wealth of sought-after expertise — in need of a content arm 
to extend it. This is where S&A entered, and became an extension of the brand and technical services teams, 
fulfi lling a valuable unmet need. 

S&A has worked with Merck Animal Health for three years to provide a steady cadence of educational, technical 
and brand content positioned for delivery across multiple channels and tailored to multiple audiences. A concerted 
commitment was made — and continues to be — toward developing an extensive library of material that is deployed 
in a variety of ways, including earned, owned, paid and shared/partner opportunities. Along the way, several pillars 
of communication emerged. 

Amplifying expertise 

The power of the byline

A bylined article is one of the most effective tools available for establishing credibility with a target audience because 
it showcases thought leadership. We took this concept to the nth degree, producing a robust repository 
of educational articles, each bylined by a Merck Animal Health veterinarian. Every article is focused on 
a relevant topic, providing a foundational piece of content ripe for repurposing across multiple mediums. 



Leave no stone unturned

With an extensive product portfolio covering a host of equine disease concerns, the 
opportunity for education on any one topic or product is endless. Layer in new product, and 
ongoing research and surveillance initiatives, external forces and industry trends, key vertical 
editorial calendars, as well as the specifi c subject-matter expertise and campaign messaging 
we proactively deliver to support marketing goals — and you have a solid content plan. 

A refresher course on equine immunology or parasitology 101; the latest in equine upper 
respiratory disease; neurological disease in the horse; the industry’s fi rst equine veterinary 
economic study. S&A has partnered with Merck to develop original content and uncover new 
content opportunities at every turn of our journey together, and tackled the content in many 
shapes and forms:

■ Infographics
■ Articles
■ Editorial pitches
■ Media briefi ngs
■ News releases

■ FAQs
■ Advertorials
■ Quick facts
■ Newsletters
■ White papers

■ Point of view (opinion) pieces
■ Web copy
■ Sales collateral
■ Biographies 

Reduce, reuse, recycle. 
A single piece of content 
can – and should – be 
repurposed in multiple 
ways for brand consistency.

Be prepared to maximize 
editorial opportunities 
with the right expertise 
at the right time.

Q:  Why did Merck Animal Health choose the  
“Florida ‘13” strain for its updated vaccines?

A:  Florida ‘13 represents a current, clinically 
significant strain of equine influenza that was 
responsible for a large influenza outbreak in 
well-vaccinated horses. In February 2013, the 
annual Ocala Horse Shows in the Sun (HITS) 
international event experienced a large outbreak 
of equine herpesvirus type 1 and equine influenza 
that impacted hundreds of horses. The highly 
pathogenic strain of influenza that impacted 
these horses was ultimately isolated and identified 
as Florida ‘13 through the Merck Animal Health 
Respiratory Biosurveillance Program, and is now 
part of our killed line of equine influenza vaccines. 
Florida ‘13 is a clade 1 influenza strain. 

Q:  What is the Merck Animal Health  
Biosurveillance Program?

A:  Since 2008, Merck Animal Health, in collaboration 
with the University of California, Davis School 
of Veterinary Medicine (UC Davis) has been 
conducting an ongoing, voluntary equine 
biosurveillance program to study the prevalence 
and epidemiology of relevant viral and bacterial 
respiratory pathogens. As of October 2017, more 
than 7,000 samples from U.S. horses have been 
collected since the program began. Submitted 
samples are tested for six infectious upper 
respiratory disease pathogens, including equine 
herspesvirus types 1 and 4, equine influenza 
virus, S. equi subspecies equi (strangles) and 
equine rhinitis A/B viruses. It was through 
this program that the new Florida ‘13 strain of 
influenza was identified and isolated. 

Q:  What influenza strains are included in  
Merck Animal Health’s Prestige vaccines?

A:  Merck Animal Health influenza-containing killed 
virus vaccines include Florida ‘13, Richmond 
‘07 and Kentucky ‘02 strains. Florida ‘13 and 
Richmond ‘07 are new strains that were added 
to the existing Kentucky ‘02 strain. With these 
strains, Merck Animal Health is providing 
protection against currently circulating equine 
influenza strains, as recommended by the OIE. 

Q:  Which Merck Animal Health vaccines  
contain updated influenza strains?

A:  All Merck Animal Health Prestige® influenza-
containing killed-virus vaccines will include  
the updated influenza strains. 

Q:  Are the “old” influenza-containing Merck 
Animal Health vaccines still protective?

A:  Yes. The existing influenza-containing killed 
virus vaccines are very efficacious and continue 
to demonstrate good protection. Every existing 
and new Merck Animal Health vaccine is backed 
by our Equine Vaccine Performance Guarantee. 

Q:  I just vaccinated with an existing Merck  
Animal Health influenza vaccine? Do I need  
to booster my horse to ensure adequate 
influenza protection?

A:  If you are concerned with clade 2 protection, 
it may be beneficial to booster with the new 
influenza-containing vaccine. Otherwise, horses 
just vaccinated should not require a booster 
unless naïve or immune compromised. 

Q:  Are certain horses more susceptible to  
equine influenza than others?

A:  Yes. Horses that travel are particularly 
susceptible to influenza. This is because their 
immune system may be compromised due to the 
stress of travel, as well as the increased exposure 
to other horses and environments. Outbreaks 
of influenza most frequently occur when 
susceptible horses are transported to racetracks, 
showgrounds and sales, and then housed in close 
quarters. In addition, horses that rarely travel 
should also be vaccinated against influenza if 
they are exposed to traveling horses.

The Next Generation of FLU Protection

Q: What is equine influenza? 
A:  Equine influenza virus (EIV) is one of the  

most common and contagious infectious 
upper respiratory diseases in the horse. 
Equine influenza is caused by a highly variable 
strain of the influenza A (H3N8) virus, which 
is endemic in horses and other equus species. 
It spreads rapidly with clinical signs appearing 
within 24 to 48 hours following exposure, 
and can be transmitted more than 200 yards 
through the air by a coughing horse. In an 
unvaccinated horse population that has never 
been exposed to the virus, EIV has a nearly 
100 percent infection rate. Historically, flu 
outbreaks have caused significant economic 
loss and made a devastating impact on the 
horse industry. Today, flu continues to be a 
substantial international threat. 

Q:  Why are equine influenza vaccines  
updated periodically?

A:  Influenza viruses are constantly changing at 
the molecular level as they pass from one host 
to another. This process of minor evolutionary 
mutations and alterations, known as antigenic 
drift, leads to new virus strains that a horse’s 
immune system doesn’t recognize. Due to 
the changes that can occur with EIV, it is 
paramount to update vaccines to keep up with 
these antigenic changes. This helps ensure that 
vaccine strains provide relevant protection 
against influenza viruses currently circulating 
in our equine populations.

Q:  What is antigenic drift? Is it specific to  
equine influenza?

A:  Antigenic drift is a term used to describe how the 
influenza virus changes and mutates over time, 
making it look different to the immune system. 
It is not specific to equine influenza – the same 
phenomenon occurs with influenza viruses 
affecting other species, including humans. 

Q: What is a clade?
A:  Clade is a common phylogenetic term used 

when referring to evolutionary or ancestral 
trees – defined as a group of organisms that 
consists of a common ancestor. In the case 
of equine influenza, clade is used to describe 
recently isolated viruses (or strains) of equine 
influenza that belong to the same family – or 
sublineage – but have antigenic differences.  
All recently isolated influenza viruses (or 
strains) in North America and Europe belong 
to the Florida clades 1 and 2 sublineages, 
respectively. Clade 1 primarily circulates in the 
United States, while clade 2 predominantly 
circulates in Europe.

Q: Who is OIE?
A:  Office International des Epizooties is the World 

Organisation for Animal Health – commonly 
abbreviated as OIE. The OIE Expert Surveillance 
Panel on Equine Influenza is responsible for 
monitoring equine influenza and providing 
recommendations on vaccine strains.

Q:  Why do horses need clade 1 and clade 2  
influenza protection?

A:  The World Organisation for Animal Health 
(OIE) Expert Surveillance Panel on Equine 
Influenza currently recommends that vaccines 
contain both clade 1 and clade 2 viruses of 
the Florida sublineage. Clade 1 primarily 
circulates in the United States, while clade 2 
predominantly circulates in Europe. Although 
there have been no clade 2 influenza outbreaks 
in the U.S., clade 2 protection is considered an 
additional safeguard for the many horses that 
travel internationally. 

Q:  Have there been any clade 2 equine influenza  
outbreaks in the U.S.?

A:  No. While there have been no reported outbreaks 
of equine influenza from clade 2 infected horses 
in the U.S., we suspect it may just be a matter of 
time as we see more international movement in 
our equine populations. 

Questions and Answers
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The Next Generation of FLU Protection

At Merck Animal Health, we stand behind our products. 
For details about the Equine Vaccine Performance 
Guarantee, go to www.getvaccinatingright.com.

For more information and to order the updated Prestige line of  
flu-containing vaccines, contact your Merck Animal Health 
representative or call 800-521-5767.

Merck Animal Health 

 Flu Strains Questions 
and Answers
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VACCINATION + BIOSECURITY IS BEST!
Work with your veterinarian to implement a vaccination and biosecurity protocol appropriate  
for your horse and farm. If you suspect infectious disease, contact your veterinarian immediately.

FIVE  BIOSECURITY  TIPS  YOU 
CAN  IMPLEMENT  TODAY

THE  ABC   AND  D’s  
OF  BIOSECURITY

 Merck Animal Health

• Horses congregating in large numbers

 — Boarding and training facilities     — Horse shows/events  
— Trail rides        — Fairgrounds
— Racetracks        — Breeding facilities

  

• Movement in our equine populations

• Large equine events with 100’s, even 1,000’s of horses together 

• Geographic diversity of horses congregating (from across the country and world)

• Indoor competitions       increased risk of airborne disease transmission

• Stress of competing and traveling       lowered immune defensesTR
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• Vital to the economic health of the equine industry

• Lifesaving for your horse (and other horses)

• Saves you money (prevent versus treat illness)

— Cost to treat a respiratory infection: couple  
hundred dollars to couple thousand dollars*

— Cost of vaccination: $60–120/year

WHY 

MATTERS
BIOSECURITY 

1 UNVACCINATED HORSE  
can serve as a reservoir of infection for others

1 PERSON 
can transmit disease between multiple horses

1 OUTBREAK 
can have a devastating ripple effect 
throughout the industry

IT ONLY TAKES ONE

The Science of 
         Healthier Animals
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1) Include all horses in your vaccination program

3) Practice good hand hygiene — wash hands after  

you touch one horse before touching another

2) Monitor your horse’s temperature daily. An elevated 

temperature is the first sign of disease

4) Minimize nose-to-nose contact and avoid use of 

communal equipment and water sources 

5) Separate and monitor horses post travel,  

as well as new arrivals

MOST COMMON CULPRITS OF CONTAGIOUS 
EQUINE DISEASE OUTBREAKS1

DISEASE  THREATS ARE  EVERYWHERE — AT HOME AND AWAY 
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•  Shared equipment and water sources
•  Vehicles coming and going
•  Event officials and support personnel
•  Human hands and clothing

•  Stalls
•  Horses in adjacent stalls
•  Trailers
•  Travel stress

•  Traveling horses returning home
•  Visiting horses or new arrivals
•  Shared trailers, buckets, equipment

•  Horses in adjacent fields
•  Professionals (veterinarian, farrier, feed 

delivery, etc.) – hands, equipment, clothing
•  Wildlife

EHV-1 and EHV-4 (“rhino”): After initial infection, herpesvirus remains dormant (latent)  
in the horse; stress can reactivate the virus, and viral shedding can occur without symptoms.

• EHV-4 is typically associated with upper respiratory disease in younger horses 
• EHV-1 can cause respiratory disease, late-term abortions, early foal deaths, neurologic disease

EIV: Equine flu is perhaps the most contagious and quick to spread.
• Can spread up to 200 yards from a coughing horse 
• Destroys the cells lining the airways, requiring significant recovery time

S. equi: Strangles or “distemper”– abscess-forming bacteria that often appears as enlarged,  
swollen and tender lymph nodes around the horse’s head.

WHAT IS THAT DISEASE?

1 Merck Animal Health and University of California, Davis (Nicola Pusterla). Infectious  
Upper Respiratory Disease Surveillance Program. Ongoing research 2008–present.
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ARM YOURSELF  WITH INFORMATIONA
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Results

■ Tens of millions of earned media impressions over a three-year period
■ Nearly 100 original and repurposed pieces of educational and brand content (and growing)
■ Signifi cantly added depth and extension to traditional brand marketing activities
■ Incredible partnership and trust built with the Merck Animal Health equine veterinary team

Busy brand teams are often challenged by fi lling the content “void” and coming up with new ideas. 
Ideas are our specialty. More so, capturing the right voice and tone for the brand (and the expert) 
can be a trial. That’s where we excel. 

Regardless of brand or species, these same principles apply. What communication void can we help you fi ll? 

Capitalize on every 
opportunity. Even 
seemingly small or 
obscure opportunities 
provide occasion to 
extend thought leadership 
and brand awareness.

Brand strategy and 
launch powered by 
Stephens & Associates.
thebrandwhisperers.com
913-661-0910




