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Forming the Future Field

Novelist David Foster Wallace used this parable in multiple 
contexts, none of which related to the pharmaceutical 
field force. But for our industry, the story is spot on. The 
point, Wallace said, is that the most obvious, important 
realities are often the hardest to see and talk about.i  

Now consider the commercial realities of healthcare  
in a post-pandemic world: virtual engagements replace 
roughly half of all in-person meetings; physician 
practices are subsumed in integrated delivery networks 
(IDNs) and accountable care organizations (ACOs); 
medicines such as CAR-T therapies have morphed into 
complex treatment regimens; regulators and payers 
scrutinize real world evidence as closely as clinical 
readouts; patients trust Google searches and friends as 
much as nurses and doctors. At one level, yes, we’re all 

swimming in the same water. At another level… 
what the hell is water? 

Among all the shifts affecting product marketing, the 
rapid transition to digital, multichannel and omnichannel 
receives the most attention. The groundwork was in  
place long before COVID-19, but the pandemic abruptly 
transformed how physicians engage with patients and 
pharma companies. Some 63% of doctors surveyed by 
Syneos Health in February 2021 said they are enthusiastic 
about telemedicine interactions with patients, and 49% 
are also engaging with sales reps electronically. At the 
same time, frequency of sales-related engagements  
has declined across the board, elevating the importance 
of omnichannel interactions.ii

There are these two young fish swimming along and they 
happen to meet an older fish swimming the other way, who 
nods at them and says “Morning, boys. How’s the water?” And 
the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of 
them looks over at the other and goes “What the hell is water?”

Our Quick Take

The interface between life sciences and people, prescribers and payers remains incredibly 
human. Nurses, clinical research associates medical science liasons, field reps, and so  
many more, bring education, support and daily management to people around the world.  
As we enter 2021, their work is being amplified by digital tools, asynchronous reinforcements, 
and data-driven insights. We’re watching CRm cues trigger meaningful follow-up and 
opportunities to reconnect. New channels—from chat to text—are taking away the friction 
of check-ins.  But every engagement still pivots off the most irreplaceable of connections: 
the 1:1 relationship. To continue to fuel those personal connections, field leaders are 
focused on retention, and skill-building in ways to earn trust and loyalty, and mastering 
rapidly scaled technology. 
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49% While sales reps are still making efforts to connect with 
physicians, most are seeing a significant decrease in their 
frequency of visits. Moving from weekly appointments, 
many physicians are now seeing their reps on a monthly 
or quarterly basis – often through electronic platforms 
such as text or email.

A dramatic decline in weekly sales rep visits has 
occurred over the past 12 months, as physicians are 
now taking appointments on a less frequent basis.

49% of physicians are currently 
engaging with sales reps electronically
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This whitepaper explores how the ongoing reconfiguration of healthcare patterns and practices have changed the 
conventional wisdom on the field force, redefining what is required to hire, train and retain talented individuals as  
our new captains and commanders.
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Hiring and Training the Future 
Field Force

With less dependence on face-to-face physician/sales rep and physician/patient interactions, sales reps, MSLs, 
clinical nurse educators and others will need to think holistically about the relationship with the healthcare 
professional (HCPs). This means taking on untested roles and responsibilities and honing unfamiliar skills— 
including the use of new analytical and reporting tools to maximize the effectiveness of each interaction.

Identifying, recruiting and developing the multitalented individuals who can juggle these complex roles is the 
top priority of pharmaceutical marketing teams at global biopharma companies, large and small.

New Roles and Responsibilities

The “orchestrator rep” 

In commercial models of the future the next generation 
of reps will spend less time in the field selling on their 
own. Rather, they will function like the hub of a wheel. 
These “orchestrator reps” collaborate with and are 
supported by other roles on the customer-facing team. 
They are skilled at pinpointing customer needs and 
identifying the resources available to meet them, and 
adept at selecting from an array of new team members, 
solutions and digital channels. They will know whether 
HCPs prefer face-to-face or peer-to-peer interactions, for 
example, along with their preferences for digital/remote 
engagement.

Focused on key accounts

Increasing provider consolidation, complexity of 
administering new therapies and the increased burden 
of government reporting requirements mandate  
a stepped-up focus on key accounts and organized 
customers. In the U.S., depending on the local market, 
these might be large employers, ACOs, IDNs HCP groups 
or combinations. Elsewhere, the key account might be a 
country or regional commissioning group or a hospital-
level team. All of these organizations operate within 
distinct, increasingly complex regional and local markets. 
Customer-facing teams need to be skilled at local market 
analysis and strategy—able to identify and understand 
the key decision-makers and influencers throughout the 
local ecosystem.

In addition, organized customers are interested  
in tailoring interventions to their particular patient 
populations. Again, understanding local market 
conditions and how to resource each is critical.  
As evidence needs can vary widely, field teams need to:

•  Develop a deeper understanding of a drug’s population 
health benefits, particularly when it comes to chronic
conditions like cardiovascular disease, diabetes and
respiratory illnesses

•  Gain fluency in health economics data as a key factor
in the value equation

•  Think of themselves as “full-service” providers, able
to package therapeutic area, above-the brand and
product-specific programs and services tailored to
an organized customer’s needs

•  Understand disease management and decision-
making tools for HCPs, self-management and
adherence support for patients, coordination of care 
programs, reimbursement support, or joint research 
efforts—all with the goal of improving outcomes.
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1. Cigna partners with providers via its Cigna Collaborative Care program. However, Cigna does not directly 
own healthcare providers.
2. AllianceRx Walgreens Prime is jointly owned by Prime Therapeutics and Walgreens Boots Alliance.
3. Since 2020, Prime sources formulary rebates via Ascent Health Services. In 2021, Humana began sourcing 
formulary rebates via Ascent Health Services for its commercial plans.

Source: Drug Channels Institute research; The 2021 
Economic Report on U.S. Pharmacies and Pharmacy 
benefit managers, Exhibit 210. Companies are listed 
alphabetically by insurer name.
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From generalist to expert 

Customer-facing teams in new commercial models are trained and structured to provide more in-depth knowledge 
about complex disease states and therapies, and to engage in higher-level information exchange and two-way 
dialogue with both HCPs and senior customers in larger organizations. Teams become less focused on selling outright 
and more on becoming clinical and therapeutic area experts and service providers. Customer relationships become 
less focused on pushing key messages and less transactional. The new template is building needs-based partnerships 
and co-creating with customers.

“One team” players 

Even as field team roles and responsibilities evolve, team structures must become simpler, with clear mapping to key 
stakeholders throughout the customer organization. As payer and provider functions coalesce in novel configurations, 
members of the extended field team must hold the larger picture in view.

But companies must be careful not to erect further barriers to collaboration by creating additional roles that end  
up reinforcing silos. Successful companies are moving to a “one team” approach for accounts and offices, led by an 
account manager who is able to call on the customer at a high level, is familiar with all the processes, procedures and 
unique needs of the client, and able to coordinate a well-integrated customer engagement strategy. This approach 
also means establishing a more effective balance between portfolio and brand promotion, with a better mix of 
promotional and therapeutic area or indication-focused roles. And it requires more cross-functional planning to 
generate the insights that enable customized engagement and partnerships.

2021 HEALTH TRENDS: FORMING THE FUTURE FIELD

FDA has sustained the pace of approvals for novel drugs treating complex diseasesiii

Field teams must grasp how consolidation transforms the provider and payer landscapeiv
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Learning Agility 

In 2021 and beyond, agility will be in the spotlight as 
leadership roles expand and diversify. A case in point  
is medical affairs. Long an important lever of field force 
effectiveness, it is evolving from a support function to  
a front-line role in the delivery of medicines to the right 
patients at the right time.

Increasingly, the role is defined by learning agility— 
a mindset that says: “I’m okay with ambiguity. I can 
proceed without knowing precisely what must be done.”  
It’s critical in 2021 because physician sentiment toward 
all aspects of field force engagement is changing. MSLs  
in particular must excel at “context mapping”—the ability 
to anticipate disruption by observing how contexts and 
trends intersect or diverge.  

To managers hiring MSLs, therapeutic expertise may 
take a back seat to think-on-your-feet competencies. 
Employers will still probe a candidate’s job experience, 
but they may also ask job seekers to describe scenes  
in which they surmounted challenges for which they 
were never trained. 

Empathy and other “soft skills” have also come to  
the fore. Futuro Health, a nonprofit started by Kaiser 
Permanente and a large California healthcare justice 
union, is rolling out training programs for tens of 
thousands of new healthcare workers in the state.  
These emphasize empathy & compassion, emotional 
intelligence, and ethics & integrity as core competencies.v 

https://www.syneoshealth.com/insights-hub/learning-agility-path-forward-medical-affairs
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Shifting Topography and  
Impacts on the Future Field

For several years, Syneos Health has been chronicling a sea-change in commercial assumptions and practices for 
biopharma commercial teams.vi COVID-19 invigorated this transformation, while altering its course in ways no one 
could have predicted: 
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Shifts in the commercial landscape 
accelerated in the pandemic…

…with profound implications for hiring 
and training the future field force  

Patients and physicians have grown far more 
accustomed to—and reliant on—a host of digital tools 
for virtual professional and social engagements, from 
Zoom, Facebook Groups and PatientsLikeMe, to social 
channels operated by prestigious hospital systems  

As virtual interactions among reps, HCPs and patients  
replace a significant percentage of in-person meetings, 
pharma companies and contract commercial organizations 
are looking for different skills in the field force. Hiring 
managers now place a premium on digital literacy, social 
media savvy and a host of “soft” personal engagement skills

COVID-19’s high mortality rate among minorities—plus 
Black Lives Matter—have focused attention on system-
wide healthcare disparities. This has driven organizational 
changes that affect all aspects of pharma product 
testing, sales and marketing 

Biopharma companies and health systems have prioritized 
diversity, equity and inclusion (DE&I) initiatives in hiring and 
training regimens. The goal is address racial/ethnic/gender 
disparities within their organizations and in all touchpoints 
with the healthcare ecosystem, with field reps as trusted 
partners in organizational change 

Pharmaceutical customers continue to integrate into 
larger organizations (hospital networks, ACOs, IDNs, 
HCP groups) and consolidate their buying power at 
state, regional and/or country levels

Amidst industry consolidation, the rep’s line of sight is  
shifting from individual doctors and practices to key accounts—
which could be purchasing departments or market access 
functions within large hospitals systems, ACOs or IDNs.  
This calls for new sets of skills, expertise and competencies

Health system integration spurred broader adoption of 
holistic, value-based decision-making aimed at lowering 
costs by reducing interventions, keeping patients healthy, 
and sharing the resulting profits among provider

Pharma products and treatment protocols have grown 
more complicated with the arrival of first-ever mRNA 
vaccines and cold-chain distribution requirements, plus 
ongoing  proliferation of immuno-oncology therapies, 
rare disease treatments and gene therapies

In the pandemic, global regulators increased their 
emphasis on real word evidence (RWE) and conditional  
drug approvals, while payers’ definitions of value placed 
RWE and population health benefits side by side with 
traditional clinical attributes 

The field rep is being supplanted by something we call the 
“orchestrator rep” (think, the hub of a wheel)—individuals 
who collaborate with a larger customer-facing team and 
provide “just in time” services in areas as diverse as market 
access, adherence support, reimbursement support, 
coordination of care programs, or joint research efforts

Even as the field force strives to up its game in complex 
disease processes and treatments, (gene therapies, mRNA 
vaccines, orphan treatments, etc.) many doctors and decision-
makers are reducing informational dependence on field reps 
and searching out the information they need in the format 
and structure they desire with support from peers. Expanded 
responsibility and new training modules help the rep remain 
relevant as physicians’ informational preferences evolve 

With regulators and payers in mind, pharma’s clinical and 
commercial teams are coordinating in new ways, embedding 
commercial insights early in drug development. The field force, 
in turn, must be well versed in a drug’s scientific narrative, study 
endpoints, inclusion and exclusion criteria, RWE, and more
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Understanding the Physician’s Mind

76%
The overwhelming majority of doctors still intend  to 
engage with reps face-to-face on a monthly or weekly 
basis, but most also expect access in other channels  
on a more frequent basis  

—Syneos Health 2020

65%
As of the publication of this report, 65% of managed 
market field teams had the ability to go back to  
face-to-face meetings and ~1/3 of all meetings  
happened in person, at appropriate distance with PPE. 

—Syneos Health 2020
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Doctors should experience the information  

we provide as a beacon, not a bombardment. 

Instead of a shout for attention,  

the message should feel like a whisper.
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Conclusion: From Shouts to Whispers 

As the field force relies more heavily on AI and other 
technologies to package and deliver messages to doctors 
and nurses at work or at home, HCPs may struggle to 
shut out the cacophony. No one wishes to antagonize 
physicians. Doctors should experience the information 
we provide as a beacon, not a bombardment. Instead  
of a shout for attention, the message should feel like  
a whisper.

Public health messaging during the first nine months of 
the pandemic provided a vivid example of what industry 
must strive to avoid: a continuous clash of competing 
consumer and clinical recommendations, whether on 
masking, social distancing, and in-door dining, or the 
off-label use of hydroxychloroquine and other unproven 
treatments in patient care. A fractious, politicized 
communications environment undermined consensus 
on even the basic facts of pathology and epidemiology. 
With millions of Americans trusting friends on Facebook 
more than academic or public health authorities, there 
were few shared assumptions on which information 
sources were trustworthy. 

Despite the chaos, treatment protocols improved over 
time and the pharmaceutical industry developed a host 
of valuable vaccines. This experience crystalized important 
lessons for the future field force. Information critical  
to patients and medical teams will continue to originate 
and flow through multiple, concurrent, digital, social and 
face-to-face channels. But when patients’ lives hang in the 
balance, our industry must avoid COVID-19’s toxic playlist 
of consultative dissonance. 

Optimized hiring and training should enable members 
of the field team to view the HCP holistically, understand 
their interactions with digital media, measure each 
impression and assess each stimulus. Just as important, 
training modules teach reps to let the physician control 
the narrative—perhaps engaging briefly with the pharma 
company’s message at one moment, then coming back 
on another occasion to go deeper.  

But as these new message frameworks evolve, the best 
prescription is to turn down the static while increasing 
the presence. The amplitude must be a whisper, not  
a roar, and the content must be as trustworthy and 
consistent as a beacon. 
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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.

ABOUT SYNEOS HEALTH

Syneos Health® (Nasdaq:SYNH) is the only fully integrated biopharmaceutical solutions organization. The Company, including a Contract 

Research Organization (CRO) and Contract Commercial Organization (CCO), is purpose-built to accelerate customer performance to address 

modern market realities. Learn more about how we are shortening the distance from lab to life® at syneoshealth.com.


