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INTRODUCTION

Medical Affairs and medical science liaisons (MSLs) are highly visible and 

important roles that have faced significant obstacles in recent years trying to 

engage healthcare providers (HCPs) and key opinion leaders (KOLs) while bringing 

strategic, data-driven value to their organizations. 

The pandemic put the role often in a state of flux and changed the ways that 

Medical Affairs and MSLs prepare, engage, and strategize. It also led to an 

enhanced focus on metric-driven ROI that affects HCP behavior and can have 

downstream impact on patient outcomes. 

In a recent panel discussion, experts from the frontlines of pharma who have 

worked in Medical Affairs and MSL roles discussed relevant challenges and the 

shift in both their HCP engagement strategy and what defines measurable impact 

across larger life sciences and pharma organizations. 

 

EVOLUTION AND THE RISE OF NEW CHALLENGES FOR THE MSL ROLE

In the last decade, the role of Medical Affairs has evolved into its own pillar, 

sometimes functioning as an individual contributor or more commonly as a 

strategic partner in cross-functional roles within commercial and R&D teams. The 

emergence of COVID-19 often created more complexity and space between the 

larger strategy of an organization and the experts that the MSL supports and seeks 

to engage. The emergence of COVID-19 also created more complexity in the often 

in-person engagements MSLs were used to. Thus, in an increasingly remote world, 

there may now be more legwork required for an MSL to stay connected to the right 

experts, which is vital for meaningful engagement in scientific exchange. 

But what many organizations discovered was an opportunity to uncover new and 

emerging social media and digital channels where experts were sharing the latest 
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breakthroughs and research. All together, this meant a new 

frontier for the role that has historically relied on in-person 

engagements and meetings–a modernization of sorts. But 

what they found was a new landscape of rising stars, digital 

opinion leaders, and regional treatment leaders. 

The pandemic forced innovative thought in mapping out these 

new MSL territories, such as digital MSL regions, and even 

changed the skill set required for MSLs to effectively engage 

with their stakeholders. 

As a new hybrid model emerged—part face-to-face and 

part digital outreach—and proved to be effective, MSLs had 

to sharpen their technical skills but still engage soft skills, 

such as active listening, emotional intelligence, and precise 

communications.

 

INTEGRATION & ORGANIZATIONAL GOALS

The key to a successful MSL integration is alignment to corporate 

strategy around the brands that they support. Understanding 

the strategic imperatives for respective brands is critical, as 

is framing up Medical Affairs within that strategy to execute 

effective scientific exchange with the experts they engage. All MSL 

outreach ultimately needs to be integrated to the extent that an 

MSL can thoroughly understand the anticipated inflection points 

or milestones for a brand over a period of time.

This can help shape strategy for engaging experts 

accordingly. As such, it becomes increasingly important 

to leverage helpful technology like AI; machine learning, 

analytics, and foundational data tools that can help the MSL 

surface the right experts to ladder up to the objectives. 

As Medical Affairs becomes better at engaging and informing 

their field teams of overarching business strategies, the more 

relevant their insights can become.

To help illustrate how a strategy and insights are integrated 

and aligned to a brand plan and launch, here is an example 

of a best practice: Regularly share and discuss strategic 

insights internally with a team and show how feedback 

is being operationalized. For example, weekly or monthly 

communications can show MSLs how clinical practice 

challenges or gaps in knowledge or therapies identified has 

influenced the strategy by changing the scientific messaging, 

generating a continuous flow of data, or supporting a new 

educational initiative. 

MEASURING MSL IMPACT

How is MSL impact measurable, and what is critical to 

measure? The answer is not as simple as it seems. According 

to a global survey prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the median 

number of KOL relationships maintained by MSLs is 40. 

However, this number is very dependent upon geographic 

region and where an organization is in its product’s life cycle. 

Companies need goal-based metrics that are quantifiable 

and connected to activities. It may be common to have 

key performance indicators (KPIs) for the number of MSL/

KOL interactions per month. A recent H1/Medical Affairs 

Professional Society (MAPS) poll highlighted one sample that 

shows which metrics are considered important: 

• 50% number of MSL meetings or interactions

• 20% KOL surveys

• 20% Scientific Share of Voice (SSOV)

• 10% change in clinical care gap
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The number of MSL meetings or interactions far 

outweighed the other KPIs. Recent years have seen 

a paradigm shift towards quality over quantity. 

Organizations must be able to measure activities and 

tactics so they can speak to how a strategy is being met. 

Beyond the KPIs in the poll, there are several other metrics 

that companies use. Some use the number of days in the 

field, the time spent with KOLs, the number of insights that 

are garnered, and the number of scientific presentations 

that are given.

The real challenge is how to put a metric in place that 

measures the “move the needle” impact as desired. While it 

is typical to expect a minimum number of interactions per 

month, placing more emphasis on empowering MSLs to focus 

on the value proposition and be strategic about who they 

engage with will allow them to garner insights and bring value 

that is much more relevant and actionable.

MEASURING HCP BEHAVIOR

Quantifiable metrics must be tied in some way to a 

meaningful change in HCP behavior. However, no two 

companies are exactly the same in the way they define their 

medical strategy. Therefore, the key is to unpack that strategy 

and its supporting tactics and help pull it across the finish 

line and identify those that are measurable. This could mean 

clinical behavior, educational messaging behavior, or scientific 

share of voice. 

Being able to measure the impact is the holy grail of a Medical 

Affairs team. It is helpful to actively work with clients who want 

to leverage robust data insights that will help monitor HCP 

behavior changes over time.

The hope is that Medical Affairs can help illuminate 

quantifiable trends related to MSL impact. A good start 

is to ensure that the sphere of influence and network 

for outreach is appropriate and has been expanded to 

the most suitable experts. It is important to disseminate 

the science behind the product to those HCPs most 

impacted by a drug rather than just to the top experts 

in a therapeutic area. This can be done by a third party 

data partner who provides algorithms that will identify 

the experts by their influence, research, and publication 

The rise of more sophisticated algorithms can layer in 

additional innovation such as analytic-specific referral 

networks, treatment referral networks, social media 

influence, and more.

When selecting appropriate KOLs, there is a reflexive tendency 

to always go right to the top. However, there is a distinction 

between top KOLs and those who can help move the needle 

with an additional layer of critical thinking. 

The combination of that extra layer with applicable data 

tools is an important piece of the project. Medical Affairs 

can no longer rest upon the assumption that the top KOLs 

in a therapeutic area will necessarily be the ones to pull the 

strategy through most efficiently. 

In recent years, a suite of digital tools has enabled the 

measurement of scientific share of voice and other KOL 

metrics. The digital universe has opened opportunities 

for KOLs to be heard broadly rather than only from a 

publication or a podium; KOL voices can now be amplified 

in situations that were deemed difficult in the past. With 

scientific contributions being made from around the world, 

KOLs can now have a global impact. There are new tools 

in place to measure that impact, such as digital channels 

for which experts are vocal and share opinions freely. This 

presents an opportunity to explore and analyze metrics that 

were not previously an option.

 

PAST THE PODIUM: BEST PRACTICES FOR EXPANDED 

OUTREACH

There are several best practices surrounding the utilization of 

data to support connections to digital opinion leaders, rising 

stars, and centers of excellence such as: 
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• A fluid and flexible strategic engagement plan with 

continuous expert outreach.

• The addition of new and emerging experts to refresh lists. 

• Comprehensive pre-call planning. 

• Effective use of technology and data for mapping  

and analytics. 

In addition, integration with the customer relationship 

management (CRM) platform is extremely helpful for pre-call 

planning and the identification of experts. With the click of a 

button, KOL profiles and information can be readily accessible. 

For new MSLs who are taking over responsibilities tied to a 

geographical region, this is tremendously beneficial, along 

with new expert identification to keep the list growing. The 

more MSLs know about a KOL before interacting with them, 

the higher quality that interaction will be.

Fully understanding the organizational brand and launch 

strategy as well as opportunities in the brand plan for expert 

engagement allow an MSL to think proactively about how 

experts and subject matter expertise can be applied to 

support the plan. MSLs do themselves a huge favor when 

they establish themselves as “the expert of the experts.” It is a 

matter of knowing who the top KOLs are within a territory, but 

then going deeper to know them inside and out, recognizing 

their body of work and how it has changed over time, to 

acquire distillation around their trial and research experience. 

Additionally, when MSLs witness KOL interactions on a podium 

and in various opportunities, they can evaluate the gravitas of 

each expert to determine the best use for their expertise.

To make this knowledge actionable, a MSL needs to 

understand how an expert is being engaged across the 

organization. Internal networking presents a leadership 

opportunity for MSLs to foster and drive transparency. 

However, they must understand the different types of 

stakeholders who will want to engage with the experts. 

Beyond Medical Affairs, stakeholders include Clinical 

Development, Feasibility, the Brand Team, and even the 

Communications Team. The Communications and PR team 

are likely reaching out to KOLs frequently for agreement to 

provide insight for a press release, article, or blog post. By 

establishing themselves as the KOL expert, MSLs can create 

a consultative relationship between the field-based medicine 

team and the home office team to drive operational and 

enterprise success.

 

ADVANTAGES OF BIG DATA FOR MSLs

The availability of more data for MSLs empowers them to 

function more efficiently and with greater impact. A strong 

third-party data platform can allow for the identification 

of advanced practice providers who are thought leaders in 

their respective areas. It is critically important to not only find 

traditional KOLs or treatment leaders, but to also determine 

other relevant advanced practice providers thoroughly. 

In addition, determining the digital footprint of top KOLs 

is essential, whether they are a silent scholar who posts 

infrequently but is often cited, or a chatty researcher who is 

very active in digital channels. 

As each type of KOL offers their own strengths, the MSL 

can strategically match a KOL to the type of project for 

which they would likely have the most impact. For example, 

the chatty expert could be engaged in a digital education 
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campaign, while the silent intellect may be recruited for 

a particular publication because the MSL knows it will be 

widely read. Understanding the experience of a thought 

leader and their influencer network is extremely helpful and 

can also diversify thoughts.

Data platforms are also useful for building MSL territories to 

deliver the best HCP/KOL coverage, and for knowing where to 

focus to generate the most KOL interactions moving forward. 

In addition, they provide an effective means to identify KOLs 

for advisory boards, involvement in clinical trials, publications, 

congresses, and industry collaborations.

 

EFFECTIVE MAPPING AND OUTREACH: A CASE STUDY

As an example, H1 was tapped by a top pharma company 

to infuse their MSL workflow with contextualized and 

easy-to-manipulate HCP knowledge to increase their list of 

KOLs and meaningful engagements. Their client needed to 

develop a richer understanding of treatment for rare renal 

and chronic kidney conditions/diseases in the EU. In the 

four-step solution, H1 provided key strategic and in-depth 

data to identify top French KOLs. First, KOLs were mapped 

to society, network, and membership associations. Next, 

pediatric experts were segmented from adult experts, and 

then educational KOLs and clinical research KOLs were 

identified. H1 also identified the main indication of focus 

for each KOL.

Using this strategy, 120 key opinion leaders were identified, 

84 of whom were new to the client. The H1 team was able 

to segment those who were involved in relevant guidelines, 

had great society affiliations, had relevant publications, 

had relevant clinical trials, and were speaking from the 

podium on relevant topics. Those kinds of insights can 

significantly help foundationally shape the development of 

an engagement plan. In this manner, MSLs can take big data 

and turn it into a view of the expert landscape that can help 

meet business objectives.

 

VISION FOR THE FUTURE

Moving forward, the set of stakeholders is broadening 

beyond day-to-day healthcare providers to include payers, 

digital opinion leaders, medical societies, regulators, and 

even patients. A McKinsey report1 published just prior to 

the pandemic entitled, “A Vision for Medical Affairs in 

2025,” highlighted the importance of the patient journey, 

the value proposition, and pieces of the puzzle that need 

to be considered now that Medical Affairs is becoming an 

independent strategic pillar. It also discusses embracing 

technology and change. With the tools now available, 

Medical Affairs is about modernizing, going with the flow, and 

changing to remain innovative.

Just like all facets of healthcare technology, Medical Affairs 

will benefit from innovation and data-powered workflows 

created to bring all of the above-mentioned puzzle pieces 

together. Whether AI, machine learning, or big data, 

technology and innovation will play a critical part in the 

future of the Medical Affairs function, both in the way they 

engage and in how they source and interact with KOLs. 

AI-powered notifications can improve and accelerate quality 

HCP engagement.  

In a near future state, MSLs will be applying AI and machine 

learning to turn billions of data points into prescriptive 

intelligence. Pharmaceutical and medical device companies 

can establish more efficient workflows, identify market 
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signals that impact strategic decisions, and help medical 

field teams optimize every HCP engagement. AI-powered 

Medical Affairs will take the guessing and manual work 

out of navigating big data and make faster connections to 

relevant medical communities and experts to drive evidence-

based medicine.

 

CONCLUSION

As Medical Affairs evolves with changing times, it can be 

challenging to prepare an optimal strategic engagement 

plan for a particular project. The appropriate KOLs must 

be identified from the massive expansion in global data, 

with constant vigilance regarding the plan’s alignment 

with the business objective. Data platforms offer a tactical 

advantage as they can embody large data sets and allow for 

straightforward mapping and analytics.

A MSL’s impact should be measured using quantifiable trends 

in the meaningful change in behavior of a HCP. MSLs are 

often brilliant scientists who step into a role that has become 

incredibly important to help deliver care. The skills and 

experience required of MSLs, and the impact they make, has 

never been more important, as they help illuminate insights 

about products that can ultimately help patients. 
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