
BRAND PLANNING 2020

Reflecting on the Past to Power Brighter Futures



Year after year, you think it can't possibly be happening 
again already, but the five original and eight revised 
calendar invites don't lie: it's time for brand planning! There's 
pre-work, there's panic, there's probably PowerPoint. And 
before you've had the chance to confirm your availability, 
you're randomly placed in a small group of putative thought 
partners with whom you must share the conference room 
and sometimes a single Sharpie. Joining forces with Elaine 
from Accounting, you've got a few hours and a blank 
whiteboard to answer some not-exactly-simple questions, 
like: How should we go to market? How can we change 
doctors' minds? How should we change people's lives? 

Here's another big question: 

What if there was a better way?  
At Syneos Health Communications,  

we think there is.

We've gathered points of view, experiences, and intel from 
more than a dozen seasoned marketing leaders from across 
our Syneos Health Communications network of experts. 
Here, we're aiming to illuminate the flaws of the brand 
planning status quo, rethink what's missing, and unpack 
how the chaptered brand planning approach from Syneos 
Health Communications structurally redefines better and 
best. We've designed our chaptered 2020 Brand Planning 
approach from the ground up to elevate the experience and 
outputs, and ultimately make the whole process (relatively) 
easy. That way, brands can be conscious about what 
they're deciding to leave behind as they pursue the areas of 
reflection—and decision—most important to them.
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SECTION I:

STATUS QUO

The 3 Deadly Sins of Brand Planning
Brand planning sessions frequently assume the form of wide-open, 
unstructured discussions. Maybe it's because they're often perceived as a 
table-stakes tactic. Maybe it's because it can be hard to know where to start. 
Regardless, trying to brainstorm without a conducive, inspiring framework 
limits your reflection: to your own personal experience, or to what your 
company has done before. Defaulting to such narrow thinking never answers 
the big questions. Yet, year in, year out, the most well-meaning attendees  
fall victim to brand planning's deadly sins—the most common traps that  
can make those hours in the conference room, at the end of it all, feel futile. 

Deadly Sin #1: 
Writing Murky Strategic Imperatives

Frequently, a brand's strategic imperatives are so generic, or impenetrable, that people don't 
have an inkling how to work toward them (and let's face it: no amount of dissemination or 
brow-beating can drive vague imperatives home). Perhaps the imperatives haven't changed 
in years, or maybe they're so broad that it's practically impossible to get from imperative 
to tactic. You're told to own markets; optimize growth; promote access; support success; 
maybe do something on social media. The brand strategists have to peel back layers and 
layers and spell things out just for people to know what they're supposed to be doing there. 
Once specific, actionable imperatives are established, they can help structure all subsequent 
ideation, ensuring that all propositions ladder up to—and advance—the brand's goals.

That being the case, every brand thinker should be able to both think through the lens of 
strategic imperatives and, at the same time, table them when needed. A customer-centric 
viewpoint is key, and strategic imperatives, being relatively abstract, can take a thinker far 
outside of the customer's shoes.
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Deadly Sin #2: 

Internal Misalignment

When and how often does a given team need to confer with senior leadership, and at  
what level? Some people will ideate all the way through to specific tactics before going  
to leadership—at which point they'll be turned down—whereas other people will check in 
with leadership every two weeks and never gain any momentum. So, mutually established 
touchpoints and key decision makers are critical. 

In addition, from the get-go, a number of voices, if invited to brand planning, can 
help ensure smooth alignment. Frustratingly, a number of must-have voices in brand 
planning aren't brought in till just after the fact. Most notably, the medical regulatory and 
engagement experts are frequently left out until after, say, the brand strategists and account 
lead have joined forces and ideated to completion, and only then will they find out how their 
proposals are unviable or otherwise miss the mark.

Deadly Sin #3: 

Rigid Fidelity to a Pre-Defined Process

All too often, the extant process is driven by the need to get to certain unexamined 
milestones—especially at bigger companies. We've all seen it: there are five pre-defined 
steps, each demanding that a familiar template gets filled out. And even if participants  
can provide answers, what if the questions are wrong? While they were likely relevant in  
one session back in some quarter of yore, they hardly speak to the brand's challenges today. 
They just don't allow for the kind of thinking that's going to yield new, better solutions for  
the future. 

One note: pre-defined processes are not an evil unto themselves; they may make perfect 
sense if a brand has and values its particular planning protocol. But even then, a capable 
agency should work with and optimize that protocol in order to achieve the brand's favored 
milestones while, at the same time, drive innovative thinking from the perspective of the 
customer. This point of view is far more likely to produce high-yield, lasting results, while 
the conventional ways are going to bar them from tremendous opportunity. Veering off the 
established path can take brands to some incredibly rich new territory.
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Teams get caught up in  
the worst nomenclature—

sometimes, the words we use 
are empty vessels. How can we 
get passionate if we're working 

with the most contrived 
expressions of brand goals  

and problems?

Lane Degenhart 
Vice President, Account Director,  

NAVICOR, a Syneos Health Communications company
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SECTION II:

THE HUNGER FOR MORE

If you've ever been concertedly engaged in brand planning, you've likely 
instinctively known that there's a better way. You don't just want to inspire 
customers new and old—you want to be inspired, too. What excites you is  
the chance to be moved by the bold actions of companies different from  
your own and, in turn, understand your customers in new depth.

Attending
Brand leaders sit through brand 
planning and call it a day

Participating
Brand leaders are engaged and 
collaborate to yield the strongest plans

Inaccessible Imperatives
Abstract targets that are difficult  
to visualize

Actionable Goals
Specific objectives that everyone can 
help advance

Departmental Insularity
Narrowly focused, headstrong 
experts push ideas downstream

Brand Unity
Siloes are aligned and in constant 
communication on mutually agreed 
upon ideas

Formulaic Processes
Your brand's time-honored 
planning templates

Dynamic Conversation
Tailored, human-centric exercises based 
on the newest landscape shifts

Buzzwords
The banal ideas thrown around 
every year

Insights
Novel, timely ideas for vaulting ahead
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Virtue #1:  

Escape the Brainstorm-in-a-Vacuum

Once you've established a roadmap—comprised of a planning process, strategic objectives, 
and leadership touchpoints—it's about re-orienting around your customers, then digging 
in deep. Who are your key players, and in what ways do you have to move them? What 
are their beliefs about your product, and in what ways are they most likely to consume 
information? What landscape shifts have changed them in just the past six months?

Having explored these questions, you're empowered to engage in focused ideation  
around your customers. Frequently, what happens in the brainstorming or workshop  
room, without these questions answered or even considered, is that people come up  
with perfectly coherent ideas that have no anchors. They're blind to the world—sometimes, 
the world right in front of them—in which their product lives. 

Even in a niche category, a brand's customers are constantly evolving. They develop new 
expectations based on their ease of experience in other areas of the healthcare arena, in the 
broader consumer world, and in any other realm of their lives. It's critical to keep abreast 
of the shifts that are rewiring your customers and determining what they expect from you. 
Competitive intel—sometimes seemingly out of left field, about forces you didn't think you 
were competing against for your customer's attention—can be invaluable. Obviating the  
all-too-common brainstorm-in-a-vacuum, it will help keep your ideation current, relevant, 
and ultimately effective.
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Everybody at every stage  
of the lifecycle, if they have a 

customer-centric perspective, 
should be willing to disrupt 
the brand-planning process. 
Even while focusing on key 
performance indicators and 

strategic imperatives, 
constantly monitor the friction 

and conditions of the 
customer's journey. Rigid focus 

on strategic imperatives can 
diminish the actual people 

impacted by them.

AJ Triano 
Senior Vice President, Engagement Strategy,  
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Virtue #2:  

Convene the Right Cross-Functional Group

When you're brainstorming with a cross-functional group, you never know where a good 
idea is going to come from. (Thanks, Elaine!) That said, regardless of whether they have the 
right sort of ideas, people who don't know how to operate in that kind of environment can 
absolutely derail the conversation and waste this precious time. These are frequently the ones 
saying no, unable to think of anything bigger than what their company has done previously. 

This is why it's important for the agency to activate the partnership early on. A client's 
agency partner can identify who needs to contribute to brand planning, and the sooner it 
does that, the better it can facilitate productive conversation amongst what can seem like 
an unwieldy crew. When cross-functionality takes hold at the very beginning, it promotes 
more open, interdepartmental communication from the ground up. 

In the best-case scenarios, the agency uses its brand knowledge to come up with the 
platforms for conversation, which are then validated and enhanced by the cross-functional 
team representatives. The importance of process does not negate the value of flexibility. 
Rather, the more consistently involved the agency is, the more the platform of conversation 
can adapt to the brand's dynamic needs. 
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To make in-session inspiration as relevant and actionable  
as can be, it is critical to understand the perspective of each  
brand stakeholder. In other words, who really sits at the table?

SALES REPS:
Creative partners tend to gravitate toward sales 
reps. While sales reps won't necessarily flesh 
out the next tactical idea, their anecdotes 
offer creative partners a sui generis way of 
understanding the landscape. Then, the 
creative problem solving happens from there. 

ADVOCACY GROUPS:
These uniquely situated groups can be 
helpful in a similar way. They understand 
what a patient population needs, but they 
also understand what pharma can and 
cannot offer. They know the patient side 
and the business side. Advocacy is an 
area in which you can often get great 
external input.

SENIOR LEADERSHIP:
In addition to providing advice 
regarding budgetary and other 
approvals, the right senior leaders may 
offer valuable experience gleaned from 
earlier efforts. Teams can look to their 
leaders for analogs: have you been in this 
situation before, and what can we learn 
from it that would be beneficial here?

MEDICAL REGULATORY:
People are often inclined to plan around 
efficacy data or some other facet of their 
value proposition, but the science behind a 
product can be a fascinating place to ideate 
around strategically if you know it deeply 
enough. Medical regulatory experts can 
mine nuances about the way the drug 
works to make a product's story come to life. 
Additionally, their perspective powerfully 
helps the whole team contextualize the 
needs of the marketplace—and understand 
how their product would best be used by it. 
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Nowadays, there is more of a desire to partner with external organizations, even unlikely 
ones. External partners can offer game-changing data, or an established program, such as 
one for getting patients on therapy, so that the brand itself doesn't have to expend time and 
resources to create one. Laggards tend to ignore new data opportunities and rely on sales 
force anecdotes exclusively. 

Virtue #3:  

Prioritization

In a brand planning session, often the ideas that are best remembered are those that were 
most passionately, or just most loudly expressed. These are not necessarily the strongest 
or most relevant ideas. Guided, structured prioritization of what is often the abundance 
of thinking generated in a session helps establish a clear what's-next and path forward. 
Those ideas that aren't deemed most critical in a given time frame can still help re-orient 
thinking—and be saved for later sessions.
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SECTION III:

BRAND PLANNING 2020

Re-examining Older Efforts

A common stumbling block is that people are reluctant to re-examine old projects of theirs. 
You often see this with customer journeys: it may have been crafted five years ago, but with 
regard to the way people think of it, it's still set in stone. Even if the journey stays the same 
five years down the line, it can be incredibly productive to have a structured conversation 
about whether you are still focusing on the right junctures of that journey. 

Often, established brands are particularly hesitant to re-evaluate long-standing tactics. 
They're inclined to tweak what they have minimally, if they're going to change anything at 
all, or even resolve to just wait another year or two to see how old tactics affect them farther 
down the line. They fear changing anything once they've built up expectations in the minds 
of their customers. 

Additionally, as a brand ages, it has to do more with less. Once a workhorse product has 
brought in significant revenue, that money may now be in use funding other products 
across the company. As a result, there will be less money available to invest in itself. 

On top of that, established brands may be less exciting to work for, for some people, leading 
to more internal turnover and thus a propensity to look no more than a year out. 

Pre-launch brands, on the other hand, tend to display the opposite predisposition. They 
want to make their mark and be everything to everybody, so they have a harder time placing 
their bets. They don't even necessarily know yet who their customers are.

Somewhere in the middle, you have young but not new brands, say around five years old, 
that are more fluid, testing things, and in constant learning mode. But a brand's fluidity 
depends at least as heavily on the competitive environment. This influences willingness 
to innovate, either at launch or somewhere down the line, regardless of the brand's size. 
Frequently, brands think that a high-level familiarity with their competition is sufficient 
when it comes to devising the right tactics. But without detailed awareness of a wide array 
of competitors' newest strategies, a brand's strategic ideation will not have the desired 
efficacy in market.

On top of that, clients of all sizes often make brand planning a once-a-year undertaking,  
and they're planning only for the coming year. This is a profound mistake. Planning for at least 
18 months, ideally two years or more, can yield much richer and more reliable solutions. Many 
of the best new ideas require additional research, and the research alone may take six months 
to complete, so just one year can represent extreme constraint as a time frame. Engaging in 
brand planning more often and planning for longer stretches of time yields stronger strategy.
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A McKinsey Quarterly1 article this year advocated for accelerated planning cycles in order to 
allot funds more regularly. Often, teams that stand to benefit the most from innovative 
thinking wait months and months for their annual planning sessions and allocations of 
funds, only to find that, by then, they've been leapfrogged by other companies with parallel 
ideas. So, instead, resources can be allocated after quarterly brand planning sessions—
an appropriate frequency for brand planning, empowering teams to explore new ideas 
straightaway. The portion of the budget allocated quarterly can be just large enough to 
create the next milestone in a given endeavor. Then, the brand can assess the results before 
funding the project any further.

At Syneos Health Communications, we’ve distilled hundreds of drivers of customers’ 
expectations from across the healthcare and commercial landscapes. And as part of our 
tailored experiences, brands are compelled to reflect on which ones are changing their 
particular customers the most. Then, with a powerful cross-functional group established 
to pursue a clear-eyed brand planning roadmap, which engagements and exercises will 
now maximize a brand's success? Our proprietary chaptered brand planning approach at 
Syneos Health Communications strengthens a company's re-examination of old projects 
and sharpens the search for the right new fits. Our offering is human through and through, 
built to work with any inertia on your team, not against it, in order to uncover real-world 
solutions for patients, providers and payers.

These kinds of solutions are not just more table-stakes tactics, the sorts of ideas that come out 
of open-ended, uninspired brainstorms that may or may not consider the human beings whose 
lives they impact. Indeed, many purported solutions that arise from conventional planning can 
actually be distracting or even counterproductive. Our chaptered brand planning yields solutions 
made by real humans for real humans. Done right, the planning itself is enlivening. 

1 Comella-Dorda, Santiago, et al. "Planning in an agile organization." McKinsey & Company, Feb. 2019,  
  https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/digital-mckinsey/our-insights/planning-in-an-agile-organization 
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Each client needs to  
f igure out how to operate  
in such a way that brand 

planning is more of a  
constant opportunity: to  

think about other solutions 
that should be at play.

Jen Oleski 
Executive Vice President, General Manager,  

GSW, a Syneos Health Communications company
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The Five Chapters of Brand Planning
Chapter One: 

Landscaping the Evolving Marketplace

By starting with an exploration of the emerging trends in the immediate category and in 
healthcare broadly, we can probe the game-changing industry currents most pertinent to 
the brand and reflective of its particular challenges and goals. Each Trend is broken down 
into its constituent phenomena, making the shifts most accessible to a given brand. These 
shifts illuminate the customers that the brand is accessing and what expectations must be 
met in order to sustain that access in the long term. Structured and guided ideation around 
these trends lays the foundation for actionable ideas to support a brand's current goals.

Chapter Two: 

Re-Evaluating Your Competitive Space

In a competitive audit, we analyze the regional, national, and/or global landscapes as they 
relate to a brand's strategic objectives, along with guided exploration of other, parallel 
tactics implemented by competitors across the industry. One exercise, for instance, features 
a sophistication curve that guides participants to plot their competitors with respect to 
tactical realization, in order to visualize what they're up against in a given realm. In addition, 
examining recent case studies—demonstrating the relative efficacies of a spectrum of 
different strategies—can bolster a brand's tactics for an array of challenging affiliates. This 
empowers the brand to know exactly what landscape their product is entering and which 
sorts of tactics will maximize its utility there. 

Chapter Three: 

Re-Imagining a Frictionless Customer Experience

Sparks, Syneos Health Communications' market-based breakdowns of core behavioral 
science principles, illuminate the psychological mechanisms animating critical consumer 
behavior. As part of Chapter Three of brand planning, we curate a selection of reliably 
fascinating Sparks that speak specifically to the dynamics of a given market. In this 
behavioral scientific frame of mind, we then engage in structured conversation designed to 
identify pain points in customers' experiences and prioritize improving those junctures of 
greatest friction. In the process, we consider relevant analogs: how other brands have eased 
friction, simplified processes, and accelerated decisions. The ultimate goal is to make the 
customer experience so easy that it's almost harder not to buy the product.
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Chapter Four:  

Evolving Your Brand Plan

Old tactics don't need to be either reiterated or obliterated: rather, rigorous brand planning  
can help brands select the right ones to elevate. In exercises that function as strength-finders,  
participants grade their company with regard to its greatest successes, in order to augment its 
performance in the areas in which it's already excelling. No one brand can claim every single 
strength, but great power emerges from awareness of—and commitment to amplifying—the 
ones you do have.

Synthesis of the insights emergent from landscape scrutiny can yield actionable ideas for 
bolstering extant tactics. Analyzing larger ideas alongside individual tactics that proved 
most effective in previous years can distill new learnings with which to elevate tactics for 
2020. Using the same insights that helped elevate older tactics, brands can also identify the 
novel ideas that will yield the most promising new opportunities.

Chapter Five:  

Prioritization

Some of the most seemingly compelling ideas generated in a brand planning session may end 
up, for one reason or another, being a bad move. It may be glitteringly attractive, but it doesn't 
actually create value. It may create value, but the cost of getting it into scope would outweigh 
that value. Rigorous prioritization—according to relevance, value, feasibility, and other  
metrics—identifies which tactics are most critical and most appropriate to implement first.

But those ideas that aren't prioritized above the rest can be just as useful, if not immediately. 
They're the products of a rich, scenic process, and they can fertilize your ideation for many 
years to come, in subsequent brand planning sessions—and every day.
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Key Takeaway:
The best brand planning is inclusive, considering your brand's history and 
conventions but also the timeliest market shifts, pertinent brand analogs,  
and telling behavioral science behind your customer's decisions. Updating 
your planning process to meet 2020's human-centric imperative can endow 
what may have once felt like some incomplete chore with utterly inspirational 
force. Your teams will be inspired by your chosen plans for the future—and 
newly excited to be part of it.

For most of us, it's no accident that we work in healthcare. If all we cared 
about was sales, there are plenty of other fields for that. But most of us 
recognize something that can be easy to forget during an interminable 
PowerPoint: if we do our jobs right, more people live longer, fuller, better lives.

In effect, that's our rallying cry, and our brand planning approach is meant 
to keep it ringing in your head. Brand planning is a time of year when the 
potential is particularly high for us to get more people on the medicines they 
need, to change lives. With brand planning 2020, you could decide, enough 
getting by. Give yourself the space to do what brought you to this industry in 
the first place, and has kept you here—year after year.

SYNEOS HEALTH COMMUNICATIONS                17



Brand Planning 2020 can solve many 
different problems and inspire your  
teams in the process.
For more information, or to engage our team in strategic planning 
programs, contact our authors:

Ben Abramowitz
Associate Director, Innovation 
benjamin.abramowitz@syneoshealth.com

Cheena Jain
VP, Director of Innovation 
cheena.jain@syneoshealth.com

Drew Beck
VP, Director of Innovation 
drew.beck@syneoshealth.com

A former journalist, with experience in engaging, rigorous 
storytelling from the magazine world, Ben works to move 
brands to rethink their roles, own their evolving narratives, 
and maintain vital and vigorous consumer relationships.

With more than a decade of experience in advertising,  
creative direction, emerging media and strategy,  
Cheena facilitates design thinking and co-creation to impact 
positive outcomes for clients, patients and caregivers. 

With over a dozen years of diverse healthcare experience, 
from direct patient care to extensive work  
in sales and marketing, Drew helps clients translate  
trends and customer expectations into action. 
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Thank you to our collaborators:

Lane Degenhart

Dan Donovan

Julie Dorst

Leigh Householder

Jen Oleski

Kris Pearson

Lysa Shaw

AJ Triano

Our Innovation team brings human-centered 
strategic planning to global pharmaceutical 

and life science leaders, uncovering meaningful 
opportunities for marketing and consumer 

engagement across healthcare.

SYNEOS HEALTH COMMUNICATIONS                19



About Syneos Health Communications
Syneos Health Communications is the only healthcare communications 
network that is part of a company on the frontlines of healthcare, with 
a clear view into the everyday complexities of life and health. As part of 
Syneos Health™, our agencies—consisting of leading brands and experts 
in advertising, branding, public relations, managed markets and medical 
communications—are engaged in every point of influence in health, 
providing real-world insight into markets and audiences in ways that  
no other partner could.  

We work in scalable, collaborative teams that partner across disciplines and 
geographies to deliver integrated communications strategies that accelerate 
brand performance. Our agency teams have received more than 1,000 awards 
for work that disrupts markets and drives behavior change. We create ideas 
that will work in the real world because they were built there.

Find out more at syneoshealthcommunications.com


