
FREEDOM TO FAIL
A workbook to help you

build a plan to innovate and
optimize your marketing



84%

Stop piloting. Start predicting.
Healthcare marketers: 

Don’t you deserve that certainty?

of pharmaceutical marketers agree 
that innovation is imperative to 
reaching their business goals. 

Only 1:4 pharmaceutical marketers 
have the ability to test big new ideas. 

Over half say that the biggest barrier 
to innovation is not having evidence that 

the new approach or idea will be effective.1                   

say they strongly agree that they know 
which touchpoints, channels or customer 
experiences on which to focus change.1    

BUT
0%

Innovation is critical to building marketing plans that both 
create and sustain ROI. Why? Over time the return on even 
our most trusted approaches wanes. Channels become 
crowded. People develop advertising blindness. Audiences 
spend their time in entirely new places.

Innovation keeps us restless. It challenges us to understand 
changing expectations and create new experiences. Ones 
that meet our customers where they are right now and 
deliver evidence and content they trust.

But how do we know those new ways will work?

That’s a big question and an enduring challenge for 
pharmaceutical marketers.

In the consumer world, the answer is “test and learn.” It’s 
an idea that was borne in young, nimble organizations and 
quickly translated to the gold standard of Agile Design with 
shared language like: Design thinking. Minimally viable 
prototypes. Iterate and validate. Pivot or preserve.

Those are exciting concepts for entrepreneurial market-
ers but in any highly regulated industry there’s nothing 
“agile” about them. We face higher hurdles and bigger 
challenges to change. 

Just think about what “minimally viable” might mean 
in a legal and regulatory review, and your nimble pilot 
quickly becomes an expensive, fully featured Airbus.  

We need a better way.

REFERENCE: 
1.  Syneos Health Communications, eyeforpharma Philadelphia Survey, April 2017.

Where do you stand?
Find out by completing our first exercise.

NEXT
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NEXT

Exercise 1: Gut Check
What’s your confidence level?

Most healthcare marketers are deluged 
with research. There are the prescribing 
reports, ongoing digital analytics, libraries 
of syndicated surveys, segmentation 
analyses, qualitative market research, 
and so much more. Each with its own 
methodology and context. 

As compelling as each piece of data 
is on its own, they don’t easily come 
together to form a single view of the 
marketplace. And, they certainly don’t 
qualify and quantify new opportunities. 

The answer is out there.

As the researcher E. O. Wilson said, 

We are drowning in data 
and starving for wisdom.
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Take stock of your existing data 
by conducting a research audit.

I know the revenue impact of current tactics.

LOW HIGH

I have fully optimized our marketing mix.

LOW HIGH

I know how to best respond to changing market 
dynamics.

LOW HIGH

I would be able to test a new idea.

LOW HIGH

I know which touchpoints, channels or 
customer experiences to focus change on.

LOW HIGH



Exercise 2: Research Audit
What data do you already have?

Social Listening

Ongoing Tracking Market Research Licensed Data

Channel Analytics

Call Logs

Sales Data

Competitive Intelligence

CRM

ATUs

Brand Usage Studies 

Concept Testing

Message Testing

Advisory Boards

Segmentation Research

IMS

ZS Associates

Decision Resources Group 

Brand Usage Studies 

Competitive Spend

Channel Preferencer
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How do you turn existing data
into a powerful simulator?

Enter predictive analytics: an opportunity to 
recreate your entire marketplace in a digital 
simulation. You can experiment with every 
permutation of investment, channel and 
message without spending a single dollar on a 
well-intentioned in-market pilot. 

Predictive models start with real behavior. The 
one we use at Syneos Health™ learns from 
decades of research developed by leading 
scientists at Yale University to understand the 
underlying drivers of human responses and 
behaviors. 

Then, it layers in all that data sitting in your 
inbox: customer segments and characteristics, 
competitor attributes and spend, environmental 
variables and past results.

Before the model tries to predict forward, it 
“predicts” the past. We withhold a single critical 
variable – like revenue – and ask the computer 
to use everything it now knows about the 
marketplace to estimate the revenue or market 
share of each brand in the previous year. The closer 
the estimates, the more calibrated and complete 
the model is. Our goal: estimates in a +/- five 
percent range.

Once the model is calibrated, we have the 
opportunity to experiment by rolling out different 
messages, marketing mixes and levels of spend, 
all in an entirely safe digital environment. 
Hundreds of marketing simulations can be run 
for less than the cost of a single pilot program.

The simulations and experiments show customer 
response to our strategies, including the specific 
revenue impact of every tact and shift.

Determine which simulations 
are the most critical for you.

NEXT
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Exercise 3: My Experiments
What are your planning priorities?

Simulations enable a wide range of experiments to answer questions on strategy. Which are most critical to your planning and 
organizational alignment? Assign each a number ranging from 1-6.

1 = MOST CRITICAL = LEAST CRITICAL6

How much to invest in marketing

• What budget is necessary to achieve a target?

• How much needs to be spent to build consideration?

# What sort of messages to emphasize within marketing

• Address the effectiveness of the drug?

• Discuss side effects or pricing?

#

When to flight various marketing activities

• Start advertising many months before launch?

• Wait and advertise heavily during launch?

# Who to target with marketing activities

• Which types of physicians?

• Which types of consumers?

#

What mix of marketing tactics to employ

• Use detailing or sampling more?

• Which paid media touchpoints to use?

# How competitor actions may influence launch success

• What if competitors increase their marketing before launch?

• What if they change their price?

#
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It’s time to shift from instinct to evidence.
Map out your plan on the next pages.

NEXT

From “what if?” to “why not?”

Predictive analytics let us understand and 
anticipate customer responses and reactions 
to our brand investments. That means we can 
understand how to maximize our outcomes 
by any number of criteria. And, importantly, 
test innovation in its infancy.

In one recent example, a leader in the 
heartburn space was ready to transition a 
prescription drug to an over-the-counter option. 
Many in the organization wanted to lean on 
the go-to influencer strategy that had served 
the drug for years, using doctor or pharmacist 
recommendations to drive patient asks.

But others wanted to innovate. They believed 
that the strategies that had helped them 
succeed in the prescription space would hold 
them back in the consumer-driven OTC world.

To move from instinct to evidence, they created 
a predictive simulation and tested a wide range 
of approaches from influencer to multichannel 
to in-store.

The model instantly showed that the go-to 
approach would leave them well short of 
their revenue goal. Multichannel would get 
them close. But the new-to-the-organization 
approach of trade support and in-store 
engagement was the one set to help them 
dramatically exceed expectations.

Those simulations gave the organization the 
confidence to invest in innovation and new 
skills. Ultimately, they dramatically exceeded 
sales goals, becoming the highest grossing 
prescription-to-OTC transition in history.
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I want to challenge …
Ex. Our planned launch strategy

I want to test or try…
Ex. Removing or adding a channel

Exercise 4: Experiment Sketchpad
Where would you like a clearer view?
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Exercise 4: Experiment Sketchpad
Where would you like a clearer view?

I want to understand or quantify…
Ex. How a change in spend will change our revenue forecast

I want to ...
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I want to ... I want to ...

Exercise 4: Experiment Sketchpad
Where would you like a clearer view?
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Syneos Health Communications
Bringing you world-changing ideas backed by real-world insights

In today’s complex healthcare environment, great ideas alone 
aren’t enough to bring brands to dominance. They need to be 
tested in the fire of the real world; honed by the people who 
know the molecules better than anyone; delivered by those 
who truly understand what your product can become.

Syneos Health Communications is the only healthcare communications 
network that is part of a company on the frontlines of healthcare. 
Our advertising, public relations, medical communications, digital, 
data science, research and market access specialists have the ability 
to tap the expertise of clinical and commercial colleagues worldwide 
to infuse programs with deep therapeutic and analytic insights. We 
work in scalable, collaborative teams that partner across disciplines 
and geographies to deliver integrated communications strategies 
that accelerate brand performance. 

Our ideas work in the real world because they were built there.

www.syneoshealthcommunications.com 

Let’s Chat.Want to know what impact 
your innovative idea can have? 

LEIGH HOUSEHOLDER
Managing Director of Innovation
leigh.householder@syneoshealth.com

PATRICK RICHARD
Managing Director of Data Science
patrick.richard@syneoshealth.com
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