
Shifting Customer-Facing Models  
and Roles in the Customer Engagement 
Model of the Future 
Syneos Health surveyed  
225 healthcare providers and  
26 executives across all areas  
and sizes of the life sciences 
industry  – marketing, sales, 
therapeutic area leads, customer 
experience, strategic partnerships 
and business unit leads – to get a 
snapshot of how they feel about 
customer engagement now, and 
their perspectives on the customer 
engagement model of the future. 

The pandemic has left the life sciences industry 
with several open-ended questions to consider 
regarding its customer-facing roles and strategies:

• Does the rep of the future look different?

• Does the rep of the future have different 
capabilities and skills than today? 

• Are there more important qualities going 
forward than what have been important  
in the past, in terms of skillset for many  
customer-facing teams?

Before making any changes in the short term to 
the make up of existing teams, most sales force 
leaders are waiting for the industry to settle into 
a “new normal” at the end of the pandemic before 
shifting towards any new strategy. While many 
HCP engagements are defined in terms of personal 
versus non-personal, the future of sales teams  
is moving to a more blended model combining 
digital and in-person touchpoints.
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Waiting on the New Normal
While we have seen a great deal of change in the world over the course of the last 18 months, many 
survey respondents have not made significant changes to their customer-facing roles or team structures. 
COVID-19 forced everyone to focus on virtual selling, which has seen some success, and so as we move 
forward, many companies are trying to find that balance between those two approaches for the future 
(Table 1). Leaders are still in a wait and see approach, waiting to see what the landscape looks like at the 
end of the pandemic before they make the decision as to how to adapt to the changes of the pandemic, or 
whether to resort back to the old ways. Those teams who can grasp and tackle omnichannel now will find 
themselves ahead of the curve 

Table 1: What changes did you make to your field-facing organization?

While sales teams overall are looking to better 
define personalized models to determine 
healthcare provider (HCP) channel mix (i.e.,  
face-to-face versus email and remote detailing), 
most executives have left detailing decisions to  
the individual reps throughout the pandemic. 
More integration is needed from customer-facing 
teams, though. Currently, this lack of coordination 
is creating silos that isolate teams and create poor 
experiences for the customer. For example: while 
sales creates a call plan, marketing creates the 
email/media plan. While they may get touchpoints 
from both, they don’t plan together. For better 
omnichannel performance, all customer-facing 
teams from Market Access and Medical, to  
Sales and Marketing, need to act in coordination, 
not isolation.

What changes did you make to  
your field-facing organization?
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Staffing Customer-Facing Teams for Post-Pandemic Success
HCPs expect to see 12 percent fewer reps than before the pandemic in the future. While face-to-face 
interactions are staying lower than before the pandemic, sales teams need new skills and support, 
pandemic or not. While the pandemic proved that the sales rep relationship to the HCP is still central, 
leaders are hoping to emphasize digital selling and rapport-building skills balanced with therapeutic area 
understanding among teams in the future. A long-term trend in field team growth may include increasing 
non-demand generation roles (e.g., claims processing, nurse education, managed care resource, patient 
support services, practice management). Expanding these roles can reduce existing customer friction 
points. HCPs have shown an affinity for this type of support during the pandemic, and see a value in this 
relationship versus just hearing a product selling message.

Therapeutic area understanding is fundamental to customer engagement – past, present and future. 
Being knowledgeable about their specialty was a highly desired quality in sales reps, especially for 
neurologists and endocrinologists, 96% of whom rated therapeutic knowledge as extremely important/
important to them. A majority of physicians also valued knowledge about competitive treatments within 
their specialty, especially neurologists (Table 2).

Table 2: Sales Rep Knowledge Preferences, by HCPs
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Beyond therapeutic depth, HCPs also reported valuing reps who have an understanding of their 
organization and who can help support their offices. Sales reps who understand reimbursements and the 
payer system are also highly valued, especially when those reps can help support the office and patients 
throughout the process. Before the pandemic, everyone thought they had a good relationship until they 
tried to get an HCP to do a virtual call and couldn’t get a response. Building relationships will remain key 
in the future. Doctors want to see reps, but they also want to engage with a rep through all the digital 
channels to which they’ve grown accustomed. A successful omnichannel strategy focuses on meeting the 
HCP’s personal preferences. Companies that can adapt and provide vehicles for reps and HCPs to engage 
in a wide range of channels, will win out. 

 
Patient-Centricity is Motivating Change in the Healthcare Ecosystem
Patient-centricity continues to be a key driver of change across the industry, especially in digital health 
and targeted therapeutics. Patients are increasingly more active in “owning their healthcare” because they 
have become used to seeing HCPs less frequently during the pandemic. The rise of wearable technology, 
coupled with fewer office visits, has fast-tracked the industry’s increasing focus on patient voice in 
the drug development lifecycle. By centering corporate values on the role of patient experience, some 
marketing teams are seeing that focus on the patient’s voice is instrumental in leading patient-centric 
enhancements to therapeutics. 

500

Understands the complexities  
of my organization and provides  

helpful support for my office

Rheumatology

Pulmonology

Oncology

Neurology

General/Family Practice

Endocrinology

Dermatology

Cardiology

100

% of physicians

Understands the complexities of the payer 
system and provides helpful reimbursement 

support for my office and patients

500

Rheumatology

Pulmonology

Oncology

Neurology

General/Family Practice

Endocrinology

Dermatology

Cardiology

100

% of physicians

  Extremely Important/Important   Neither Important/Not Important   Not at All Important/Not Important



SHIFTING CUSTOMER-FACING MODELS AND ROLES IN THE CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT MODEL OF THE FUTURE5

© 2021 Syneos Health®. All rights reserved.

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.

Conclusion
Many companies know that this shift towards omnichannel is coming, but they may not have the buy-in 
or change management needed to support that pivot. Once more information is available, there will be 
changes to customer-facing models and roles, especially in how teams are built and support HCPs, and 
patients, in the future. In the post-pandemic environment, HCPs will have different expectations and 
preferences requiring new skillsets among customer-facing teams. Companies who make the first leap into 
more integrated, omnichannel strategies will lead the market in its path forward. Teams must be willing to 
change, instead of playing it safe and doing what they’ve always done.
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