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Trend 3: From traveling salespeople to digital feedback loops: 
The future of life sciences sales and marketing

•	 The shift to virtual engagements driven by the pandemic has increased flexibility for 
healthcare sales professionals, freeing up their schedules by balancing in-person and  
remote interactions.

•	 Digital tools lead to better insights and a continuous feedback loop that allow sales reps and 
healthcare providers to choose the most effective ways to interact with each other, although 
some providers still struggle with the learning curve inherent in new technologies.

•	 We expect that companies that meet healthcare providers where, when, and how they 
want will have a tremendous competitive advantage — in large part because the 
digitalization of these interactions creates more touchpoints and more data.

Sales and marketing relied on virtual 
solutions during the pandemic to connect 
with healthcare practitioners, and to build 
and maintain relationships. And this door 
remains open. These practitioners now 
accept virtual interactions with sales and 
marketing agents as a viable option that 

complements, rather than replaces, face-
to-face meetings. Organizations discovered 
that virtual platforms improve customer 
engagement through synchronous and 
asynchronous communication channels and 
meet physicians at their points of need — 
first multichannel and then omnichannel.

Knowledge Institute
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This can reduce the time burden for 
practitioners and sales representatives; 
improve sustainability through reduced travel; 
increase reach and opportunities through 
digital channels; and support  
the shift toward a service model. In  
addition, healthcare professionals can more 
easily bring sales reps into discussions than 
with in- person meetings.

Most companies have returned to face-to- 
face interactions, rather than seeking the 
optimal mix of live and virtual engagements 
that leads to the greatest impact. But the 
potential to use digital technology for sales 
and marketing goes beyond virtual agents. 
The growing number of data points derived 
from chatbots and other digital assistants 
creates a feedback loop to make better 
decisions, whether it’s a whisper agent, 
agent assistant on a call, or simply providing 
sales with better insights on each individual 
provider. However, teams must be structured 
in ways that ensure the data is analyzed and 
used, or its value may be lost.

Companies are just beginning to realize the 
potential for remote sales and marketing. 
For instance, AI can enhance traditional 
customer relationship management (CRM) 
systems to automate tasks, gain insights from 
large datasets, and provide more customized 
experiences. When combined, these solutions 
allow businesses to offer more support and 
better access to products and solutions, and 
to reduce practitioner time requirements.

While automation is important, it is not 
the only goal. To succeed, CRM platforms 
need to evolve from transactional proof 

of interactions to managing customer 
relationships and experiences — a true 
customer relationship management solution. 
Organizations will benefit by moving beyond 
compliance systems to something more 
valuable for all stakeholders.

From travel to virtual

Life sciences sales reps have traditionally 
been at home in the waiting rooms of 
healthcare providers (HCPs), expecting to 
develop one-on-one relationships. In 2020, 
just before Covid-19 became a pandemic, 
75% of physicians said they preferred on-
site visits from their sales reps, compared to 
remote interactions — but a year later, nearly 
half preferred virtual exchanges. Data from 
2023 indicates a stronger preference for face-
to-face, one-on-one visits (43% for male and 
38% for female healthcare professionals).

Necessitated by lockdowns, lightning-fast 
innovation accelerated remote technology 
and allowed sales reps to move beyond their 
traditional relationship-based philosophy and 
ensure they added value to the healthcare 
providers. In the process, this digital approach 
— focused on customer experience — 
increased the number of touchpoints. 
Successfully orchestrating large numbers 
of customer touchpoints improves the 
transaction and adds tremendous value to 
the long-term relationship value.

In the past few years, sales reps have found 
that they could meet healthcare providers 
on their terms, while ensuring that their 
relationships remained intact and resources 
accessible. Half of physicians now prefer 
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Companies must build a service engagement model for  
their team to continuously add value to HCPs, and the 
technology should support this path.

Luca Morreale
Chief commercial officer, BASE life science

totally or primarily virtual engagements, 
compared to 20% pre-pandemic, according 
to research from Bain & Company. The 
preference for virtual engagements is 
even higher (80%) among healthcare 
administrators, an increase from 33% before 
the pandemic.

This move away from in-person interactions 
is just one element challenging sales and 
reminding life sciences companies that 
they need to center the preferences of the 
providers. Even before the pandemic, about 
40% of physicians refused to see sales reps 
at all, and the numbers remain high. The 
factors for not wanting to meet reps include 
physicians switching from independent 
practitioners to health network employees, 
mistrust of content supplied by life sciences 
companies, and not wanting to take time 
away from patients. And so some HCPs are 
already shifting their scheduling priorities 
toward medical science liaisons rather than 
sales representatives.

Post-pandemic burnout — partly created 
by overwork, but also by administrative 
burden — continues to be a problem in the 
healthcare field. Burnout is likely another 

reason physicians do not want to meet 
with sales reps. A US survey of women in 
healthcare, including physicians assistants 
and technicians, found that 86% had 
experienced burnout. And nearly two thirds 
(64%) said they were at risk of burning out, 
which is often influenced by workload. A US 
federal survey of healthcare workers found 
that having enough time to do their jobs was 
an important factor in reducing burnout.

With a wide variety of interactions now 
possible, the outlook can be confusing. 
Physicians are reluctant to meet with sales 
reps and often prefer remote communication. 
Healthcare workers weigh the value of every 
interaction or activity that takes time away 
from patient care. However, 100% virtual 
visits are history and can often be limiting 
— despite the time benefits. Meanwhile, 
sales reps prefer in-person meetings for their 
tremendous value to develop and maintain 
relationships. Both sides have to give an inch, 
or more, to engagement channels at the 
right time. Then engagement type, whether 
advisory board or sharing of product launch 
data, should determine the channel. And 
for life sciences companies, using data to 
determine the optimal will be critical as they 
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Figure 1. Nearly three-quarters of life sciences 
leaders plan to increase investment in virtualization 
of sales and marketing in the next five years

Source: Infosys Knowledge Institute

pivot from a multichannel to an omnichannel 
approach.

For the life sciences industry, this balancing 
act in sales and marketing is critical to their 
future interactions with clients, and also 
their spending plans. To support this kind 
of omnichannel e-detailing, virtualization 
remains a significant investment priority in 
life sciences: 25% of industry leaders say they 
plan to invest between $10 million and $50 
million in sales and marketing virtualization 
between now and 2026. An even larger 
percentage (75%) expect to signficantly 
increase these investments in the next five 
years. 

As life sciences companies seek to balance 
the virtual and in person, it is often easy to 
focus on productivity. While that is valuable, 
impact must remain the most important 

factor and can be enhance by small changes. 
Interactions between the commercial 
organization and the medical organization, 
rather than a siloed approach, tend to bring 
better results. Adding the market access 
function to the mix will ensure the coverage 
of all relevant topics while serving the needs 
of the HCPs.

Benefits of digital engagement

Two-thirds of biopharma sales leaders say 
they already employ an even mix of virtual 
and in-person engagements. This hybrid 
approach is clearly the future, but developing 
the right mix — and the right timing of the 
mis — will be more difficult than anticipated.

Phil Benton, partner in AI experience 
transformation at Infosys Consulting, says 
that sales leaders need to consider which 
in-person engagements are better virtually, 
and how these vary by product lifecycle 
and physician specialty. For instance, when 
a product launches, Benton suggests that 
virtual engagements are best to maximize 
short-term reach, when HCP interest in the 
product is high.

Virtualization and other emerging 
technologies require companies to upgrade 
their data and analytics strategies and 
practices. Life sciences businesses can use 
advanced analytics to gather raw data from 
digital interactions. That data generates 
valuable insights, such as measuring 
engagement levels and identifying which 
interactions lead to sales. These insights 
help sales and marketing teams to explain 
products, sell solutions, and resolve queries. 
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This feedback loop enables continuous 
improvement and enhances the impact of 
sales and marketing efforts, particularly when 
the focus is more on the customer than the 
product.

In addition, AI augments traditional CRM 
systems by automating tasks, gaining insights 
from large datasets, and providing more 
customized experiences. With the right data, 
analytics can direct sales and marketing 
leaders toward determining the best time 
to make an in-person visit versus scheduling 
a virtual meeting, how to best optimize 
each approach to suit specific individuals’ 
needs, and how to plan proactively instead 
of reactively. Even in situations where some 
interactions are by their nature reactive — for 
example, with medical science liaison visits 
— reps can still plan messages that should be 
shared in those interactions.

Freeing up time from travel schedules allows 
reps to spend more time on improving the 
quality of their interactions and focus less on 
the frequency.

Generative AI to connect dots

The search for the right hybrid balance has 
arrived at a fortuitous time. The need for 
technology solutions coincides with the 
rise of generative AI. When life sciences 
companies gather all the data they need on 
marketing and sales efforts, generative AI will 
allow them to connect the dots more quickly 
and effectively.

The mix of data needs to include information 
about events, industry news, market access 

efforts, and competing products, especially 
in specific therapeutic areas. In addition, 
companies need to include patient data, 
although outside of the US this is difficult 
since only proxy data is available. Based on 
all those data points, you can define the right 
market mix. “Continuously reviewing your 
marketing mix model through the lenses 
of AI to improve the impact could deliver 
tremendous value and ensure the right 
message reaches the right HCP at the right 
time,” says Morreale.

Our survey indicates that generative AI is 
now delivering ROI for life sciences sales 
and marketing more than in other areas of 
the value chain (see Trend 1). Further, four 
out of five sales and marketing use cases 
we surveyed achieved ROI for at least 20% 
of respondents — compared with less 
than 5% for some use cases in supply chain 
and manufacturing (Figure 2). Chatbots for 
patients was an outlier, with nearly 50% of 
respondents saying they already achieved 
ROI. The survey did not ask about chatbots in 
sales and marketing, however.

Generative AI-powered segmentation is an 
area rich for exploring faster, more efficient, 
and more granular divisions of customers 
into different brackets based on specific 
characteristics. For example, the Veeva Pulse 
Field Trends Report determined how often 
various specialties meet on average with reps. 
Understanding these demographic trends 
can only help drive better engagement, 
although delving further into behavioral 
segmentation can offer greater value.

Data from each company’s interactions 
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Figure 2. Generative AI returns positive ROI in sales 
and marketing in four of five use cases

might offer different insights or additional 
nuances particular to a specific field, region, 
or types of products. Proprietary data can 
fine-tune messaging, hone interactions, 
create customized engagements across 
digital and physical platforms, and improve 
personalization.

Our research has found that life sciences 
executives prioritize data-driven 
personalization as their top investment 
priority in sales and marketing efforts. Even 
so, approvals remain a challenge as even the 
most advanced companies still struggle with 
medical, legal, and regulatory bottlenecks.

Moreover, data created by virtual tools and 
other emerging technologies — especially 
those powered by generative AI — can 
institutionalize knowledge that might 
disappear when a longtime rep leaves 
the company or the industry. These tools 
ensure that information about specific HCPs, 
companies and products remain within 
the firm and ensures valued relationships 
remain intact. This type of knowledge drain 

is a concern in many industries, including life 
sciences.

Digital solutions address these challenges 
by ensuring that behavioral analysis is taken 
from data and not solely from the rep’s input. 
However, many enterprises struggle to adopt 
these tools, which can hinder progress. 
Companies need to ensure that each tool is 
suited for its specific need.

Although these solutions are technology-
oriented, the core element of sales is the 
relationship. Virtual tools and solutions offer 
significant benefits, many of them cost 
savings. 

But the value of authentic, in-person 
engagements cannot be overlooked. 
Building connections based on integrity 
and transparency is essential, particularly 
as it relates to trusting new technologies. 
We have focused our discussion of the sales 
and marketing virtualization trend on 1:1 
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Figure 3. Life sciences leaders prioritize data-driven 
personalization investments

Source: Infosys Knowledge Institute
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meetings between physicians and sales reps, 
but events are also a tremendous opportunity 
to mix in-person and virtual modes.

How to persuade physicians

To be more successful, reps can engage 
with HCPs on their attitudes toward 
technology, particularly those customers 
who were traditionally technology-averse. 
The past tense is key here. While some 
physicians remain resistant to technology 
encroachment, a recent AMA survey found 
that many are open to use cases, particularly 
around AI.

Virtual meetings, generative AI, self-service 
chatbots, and data and analytics tools offer 
opportunities to ease medical professionals 
into additional technologies and help them 
overcome their hesitancy, so this should 
be approached on a case-by-case basis, 
while ensuring that physicians are given the 
information they need to feel informed and 
aware.

Technology is also a valuable tool in the 
competition for talent and to retain the top 
talent. The 2022 Sales Happiness Index found 
that 33% of sales professionals leave because 
they do not have the tools and technology 
necessary to perform their jobs efficiently.

In addition, companies that struggle to 
attract top talent can invest in technology 
as an advantage over larger or better-known 
competitors. “Leveraging techniques such as 
gamification could be a very efficient way to 
ensure team motivation and adoption of the 
business process for an optimal customer 

engagement,” says Morreale. “You can engage 
your team internally to maximize the external 
engagement.”

Sales reps in the medical field remain in 
their roles for one to two years, according to 
research from both Zippia and Hubspot. Reps 
are expensive to replace and keeping them 
engaged is critical for company efforts to 
reduce turnover.

This rapid turnover is especially damaging if 
sales reps take their customer relationships 
with them; healthcare professionals might  
be resistant to form a relationship with  
a new sales rep.

In addition to retention issues, the life 
sciences industry must contend with a skills 
gap created by the rapid advancement of 
technology. Our survey found that 61% of 
life sciences leaders say that lack of skills in 
the workforce posed a significant or highly 
significant obstacle to realizing the benefits 
of emerging technologies. This was the 
most significant barrier for life sciences 
organizations’ efforts to benefit from new 
technology.

Compounding this skills issue is the potential 
for a knowledge drain as employees leave 
the industry or retire; 71% of sales reps in life 
sciences are 40 or older.

Generative AI offers new and creative options 
to combat this loss by collecting and passing 
on knowledge from more experienced reps 
to new ones. “The wealth of knowledge of 
very experienced sales representatives is the 
perfect input data for an AI model that trains 
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the next generation of reps more effectively, 
more quickly,” Benton says.

Tech to enhance relationships

The success of sales engagements typically 
comes down to building meaningful 
relationships and the provision of timely, 
valuable inputs that provide HCPs and 
decision-makers with the information and 
support they need. The balance between 
physical and virtual is keenly felt in these 
relationships, as reps use digital tools to 
enhance their engagements through 
personalization and segmentation. At the 
same time, they offer customers access to 
immediate information and support.

By providing accessible data and information 
to physicians quickly, reps enable them to 
make better, more informed decisions. It 
improves access to information and removes 
the irritation of engaging in a transactional 
sales approach — feeling “sold to.” Instead, 
life sciences companies can create a system 
of shared information and insights that feed 

back into the enterprise customer platform to 
nurture relationships, trust, and transparency.

Companies need to ensure that their 
sales staff stay current on how these 
emerging technologies affect their fields of 
specialization. Investment in talent is required 
for reps to realizer the benefits of new 
technologies and share and promote that 
knowledge across their organization.

The human touch and personalized support 
have always been a cornerstone of effective 
sales relationships, and particularly important 
in health orchestration. Leaders must not lose 
sight of this in the face of virtualization, AI 
applications, and digital transformation.

As emerging technologies become 
integrated into everyday life, ensuring that 
the humans who use them are confident 
and capable of using them well is crucial. 
Empowered hybrid sales and marketing 
teams will convert the increasing investment 
life sciences leaders make in virtualization 
into improved customer relationships.

The wealth of knowledge of very experienced sales 
representatives is the perfect input data for an AI model  
that trains the next generation of reps more effectively,  
more quickly.

Phil Benton
Partner, AI experience transformation, Infosys Consulting
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