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 “ The only way to make sense of change is to plunge into it, move  
with it and join the dance” - Alan Watts, Writer & Philosopher1

  I have increasingly strived to adopt this mantra within my work and personal 
life, particularly in these relatively uncertain times. This can be difficult to

achieve on a personal level, and harder still to foster across an organisation. The human desire for 
control, over reliance on our “security system,” and instinct for self-preservation, particularly in times 
of stress and uncertainty, is well documented and often leads us to resist change. Amplify this 
individual resistance across an entire organisation, and change can disrupt operations and paralyse 
innovation. It is therefore vital for leaders to focus efforts to manage change as they build out 
operations and embark on the journey to market. Success in part, will rely on their ability to support 
individuals and their team to understand the vision, the path to achieve it, how to overcome 
resistance and enable even the most reluctant to “join the dance.”

Over this three-article series, we will explore how leadership at emerging 
biopharmaceutical companies can manage change effectively, and build out and 
support high-performing teams in an evolving organisation.

Introduction:

Key Challenges Facing Growing Teams
The decision to scale up operations and build out capabilities (e.g., governance, functional operating models, 
systems and talent) marks the beginning of an extended period of transformational change for an emerging 
biopharmaceutical company. On this journey, teams embark on multiple, simultaneous initiatives that will 
significantly affect company culture and individuals and how teams work. Naturally, this can be unsettling, and 
fear and resistance inevitably will spread throughout an organisation. If not addressed effectively, this 
resistance can paralyse an organisation, disrupting operations, innovation and potentially delaying progress to 
market. Despite this, it is easy for leaders not to dedicate sufficient time to understanding their teams’ needs 
and supporting them through the journey. Understandably, focus is overwhelmingly placed on clinical progress, 
securing funding and capability building. Change topics are often relegated to the “graveyard slot” in executive 
meetings, if not overlooked completely. However, as part of his thought-leading work, Kotter established that 
70 percent of change initiatives fail to achieve their goals, largely due to employee resistive behaviour and lack 
of management support.2 Therefore, it is clear that leaders must proactively  
deliver change management solutions to overcome this resistance.  
These solutions should be directed by a vision, culture and set of values  
that align the organisation and enable talent to innovate, and navigate  
the journey to market.
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How to Support Collaboration Across a Rapidly Evolving Team
Across industry, teams are in a constant state of flux, an accepted consequence of the often-unpredictable 
nature of scientific innovation and changing needs of assets. Ultimately, the ability of these evolving teams to 
collaborate effectively determines their capacity to innovate, and effectively drive asset development.

At a growing biopharmaceutical company, this flux is exacerbated due to rapid resourcing of expertise and 
scientific collaborations. This results in evolving teams, comprised of individuals with different values and beliefs, 
communication and leadership styles and approaches to conflict. Specific changes influencing biopharmaceutical 
teams, which are required for successful late-stage development and commercialisation, include:

 • Increasing involvement of commercial expertise in asset development

 • Evolving leadership teams (e.g., CMO, Contract Commercial Organization (CCO) onboarding)

 • Increasing numbers of cross-company asset development teams

 • Growing reliance on virtual teams due to an expanding global footprint

This can be a catalyst for innovation and scientific progress. The bringing together of different scientific 
perspectives and approaches to problem-solving enables scientific debate and novel ideation. However, these 
changes can also lead to unhealthy conflict and upheaval of company culture that, if not effectively managed, 
can inhibit collaboration and stunt innovation and growth.

Navigation of this cultural minefield is challenging. Leaders should look to support establishment of an 
authentic and innovative culture that guides the organisation towards its vision and enables collaboration 
across a diverse organisation. While there are many strategies at a leaders’ disposal, I have highlighted  
three critical strategies to overcoming these collaboration challenges: aligning the team on a shared vision, 
establishing informal ways of working and fostering an “open” environment. 

While a number of challenges exist for leaders to manage change effectively,  
the following are particularly important: 

These three articles will explore each challenge in more detail, offering strategies and proposed  
solutions that leaders should be mindful of when developing long-term growth strategies.

Supporting collaboration across  
a rapidly evolving team.

Creating a sense of ownership 
and accountability across all 
levels of an organisation.

Coordinating and realising  
return on investment of multiple 
change initiatives.

1. 2. 3.
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Key Elements Critical to Collaboration

Biotechnology vs. “Big Pharmaceutical”
The integration of “Big Pharmaceutical” and “native” biotechnology talent provides a specific example of 
these changing dynamics. Biotechnology often attracts talent from more established “Big Pharmaceutical” 
with a greater opportunity for entrepreneurship and personal impact. Often “Big Pharmaceutical” decision 
making is perceived as more cumbersome than that of its nascent biotechnology counterpart, due to 
increased bureaucracy, larger numbers of involved stakeholders and budget prioritisation exercises 
against larger portfolios. This contrast may lead to a degree of conflict as new “Big Pharmaceutical” hires 
adjust to more flexible ways of working. Simultaneously, “native” biotechnology talent must adjust to an 
increasing set of stakeholders being involved in decision making (e.g., commercial expertise) and 
increased governance in line with corporate responsibilities. The resulting fear that the company is losing 
its agility and adopting a more “Big Pharmaceutical” mindset can further contribute to conflict. 

Aligning the team on  
a shared vision

Establishing informal  
ways of working

Fostering an “open” 
environment



EMERGING BIOPHARMACEUTICAL COMPANIES: ENABLING TALENT TO INNOVATE IN AN EVOLVING ORGANISATION
4

© 2020 Syneos Health®. All rights reserved.

Aligning the Team on a Shared Vision 
Establishing and communicating a common vision acts as a “North Star,” uniting and guiding the entire 
organisation. On an organisational level, leaders should take time to develop compelling vision statements and 
values, leveraging multiple communication channels to drive enthusiasm and provide a clear sense of collective 
purpose. Ultimately, these can support establishment and maintenance of an effective culture. Importantly, 
expanding leadership teams should coordinate and align on key messaging around these topics to ensure 
consistent delivery both “on stage” (e.g., town halls) and “off stage” on a day-to-day basis.

This principle is less commonly adopted at the team level, where it can drive significant value. Team leaders also 
should take responsibility to codevelop and align their teams on common objectives that create a sense of 
shared purpose and mutual dependency. This can facilitate healthy conflict and resolution. Furthermore, this 
can enable break down of “siloed” thinking and ways of working. Cross-functional objectives can increase 
commitment to true asset needs when developing functional strategies, and increase willingness to adapt to 
other functions.

Establishing Informal Ways of Working 
While implementation of flexible, formal capabilities (e.g., governance, processes and technology) can support 
emerging biopharmaceutical companies to operate effectively on a new scale, the establishment of fit-for-
purpose informal ways of working is also crucial. As a biopharmaceutical company expands, previous ways of 
working are unlikely to be efficient or effective. “Coffee machine conversations,” for example, are unsurprisingly 
no longer an effective means of knowledge transfer for expanding and increasingly global teams. 

At an organisational level, leaders should spend time developing ways of working to complement new formal 
structures (e.g., best practices for matrix team working). Leaders can support the embedding of these best 
practices throughout an organisation through comprehensive training, establishing feedback mechanisms and 
leading by example. 

At the team level, leaders should dedicate sufficient time to develop clear ways of working that align 
heterogeneous team members. This is particularly important for inter-company development programs where 
cultures, established ways of working and motivations may differ significantly. In particular, focus should be 
placed on:

 • Choosing and developing team leaders effectively

 • Establishing clear communication patterns and expectations

 • Developing a team decision-making methodology 

 • Creating and adhering to meeting best practices (particularly vital for virtual teams)

 • Assessing team performance regularly and making training available at the team and individual level

Investing time on these topics during team formation helps to avoid unnecessary conflict and can support 
effective and efficient decision making. Importantly, comprehensive onboarding of new team members by line 
and program leads is also vital, not only to transfer knowledge, but to embed informal ways of working 
standards throughout an organisation. 
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Fostering an “Open” Environment 
The importance of an “open” or “psychologically safe” environment is often cited as being critical to innovation, 
alongside effective and timely decision making.3 Certainly, an atmosphere that allows team members to share 
ideas freely, raise difficult issues and enables healthy debate is vital to late-stage development and successful 
launch. At a rapidly evolving biopharmaceutical company, this can be difficult to establish due to there often 
being insufficient time to lay the foundation of trust within teams. Leaders should proactively seek ways to 
foster this “open” atmosphere. While a plethora of frameworks exist, fostering trust, effective feedback loops 
and celebration are fundamental to supporting establishment of this environment.

Key Elements of an “Open” Atmosphere4

Encourage openness,  
provide effective feedback and 

uphold respect. 

Provide the opportunity for 
openness, through feedback 

meetings, 1:1s and an “open-door 
policy” with leadership.

Invest time in nurturing 
relationships (e.g., through  

check-ins and team-building).

Reflect on personal behaviours, 
and leverage frameworks to 

support trust building (e.g., Covey’s 
13 behaviours of trusted leaders).

Celebrate shared successes to 
build cohesion, enthusiasm  

and motivation.

Celebrate program failures where 
appropriate in support of 

innovative thinking and risk-taking.

If adopted consistently at all levels, these elements can support fostering of an 
‘open’ atmosphere at the team level and across an organisation. 
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As outlined, senior leaders should proactively implement strategies to support embedding of an effective 
culture and collaboration across a heterogeneous and changing team. Addressing these challenges in their 
infancy will prevent the need for far greater interventions to shift ineffective culture, collaboration and ways of 
working embedded throughout a larger organisation. 

In upcoming articles, we will continue to explore the change agenda, and move on to discuss the importance of 
and how to build timely organisational and functional capabilities (e.g., governance, processes and technology).

Syneos Health Research and Development Consulting has a depth of experience and expertise in supporting 
biopharmaceutical companies, including design and implementation of organisational capabilities and 
large-scale change management programs. If you would like to hear more about our solutions, please reach 
out to dominic.faulkner@syneoshealth.com. 
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ABOUT THE SYNEOS HEALTH INSIGHTS HUB

The Syneos Health Insights Hub generates future-focused, actionable insights to help biopharmaceutical companies 

better execute and succeed in a constantly evolving environment. Driven by dynamic research, our perspectives are 

informed by our insights-driven product development model and focused on real answers to customer challenges  

to help guide decision making and investment.
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accelerate customer performance to address modern market realities. Learn more about how we are shortening 
the distance from lab to life®, visit syneoshealth.com.


