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For any company seeking success, 
strategic intelligence is crucial. 

STRATEGIC WORKSHOPS 
SUPPORTING PHARMA’S FUTURE

So how do you deliver the degree of holistic 

- and objective - understanding that today’s 

circuitous market demands? Should you 

challenge your existing business model? And 

how can you prepare for the next disruption? 

Breakthrough thinking, we’ve seen, lies in the 

prioritization of a full Strategic Preparedness 

Workshop (SPW). The SPW goes far beyond 

traditional pharma workshops that assess 

one or a few competitors or helps to clarify 

the path to an already clear-cut goal. Instead, 

SPWs align key stakeholders early in the 

direction setting process via a thorough 

exploration of the strategic challenges, 

disruptors, and opportunities facing a 

company. SPWs give leaders a chance to 

align, engage, and explore the best strategic 

approach based on deep knowledge of 

external as well as internal success factors. 

In this paper, we’ll show how SPWs should  

be run - and why.

For the pharma industry, the questions 
surrounding how to win have become 
increasingly complex, and the answers 
even more so. Distilling and prioritising the 
information crucial to strategy-formation 
can appear a labrynthine task. 
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A new health eco-system is evolving as we speak. Stealth disruption is the 
new norm, traditional strengths are being undermined by a new type of 
competition, and new technologies are revolutionising the industry across 
the board. With changes so radical and transformational, it’s a major 
challenge for pharma companies to keep pace.

Pharma, disrupted

Consider Vitabiotics, a company making 

vitamin supplements. They harnessed the 

power of slick, inexpensive social media 

campaigns to change the way consumers 

approach vitamin purchasing and quickly 

grew to dominate the wellness market. 

GSK, on the other hand, missed out on these same healthcare 

markets and watched a massive competitor spring up where 

before they had not even registered a threat. “Should GSK have 

allowed that to happen? No. We didn’t see them as a threat, 

making a direct attack on our business... we were complacent 

and missed a great opportunity.” Roger Scarlet-Smith.1

Tech giants (Amazon, 
Alphabet, Apple) 

entering the space

Nimble biotech startups 
and fresh business 

models disrupting the 
landscape

Genetics, new modalities 
and therapeutic targets 

winning hearts and 
budgets of customers

Tech developments 
(AI, blockchain) 

upturning processes

Social and consumer 
engagement platforms 

revolutionizing 
communication channels

Complacency is a killer in today’s fast-changing pharma world. Wake up calls include:

Add to this macro-trends; demographics; 

distribution chains; barriers in the form 

of pricing and reimbursement, and 

economic and policy changes. The result? 

Uncertainty - and possible disaster. 

Challenges arise when attempting to find 

the signal in so much noise and navigate 

a newly complex landscape. And when 

critical information is absent, unseen, or 

worse, ignored, the consequences can 

be failure on a global scale.

A Strategic Preparedness Workshop  
sets out to ask and answer the big question -  

given the current environment and future likely trends, as 
well as our own internal capabilities and the positioning 
of our current competitors, what can we do to ensure we 

adapt and continue to not only compete, but succeed?



It is too difficult for leadership in Big Pharma 

to easily understand how well positioned 

they are for future growth in the right 

strategic directions. Leaders must be willing 

to rethink their place in the value chain, 

revisit their business model and redefine 

what success looks like. 

So how can you hope to gain an 

understanding of how competitors and 

other agents are attempting to reshape the 

ecosystem and shift the market? And how 

can you calibrate that information within your 

company’s capabilities, opportunities, and 

future goals? 

The answer lies in well-timed, well-designed, 

and well-facilitated Strategic Preparedness 

Workshops.

And there will always be a place for these 

sorts of workshops - role-playing a few top 

competitors helps create a more robust 

launch strategy, as does delving into the 

mindset and intent behind their tactics. 

But given the sheer amount of unknowns 

that now exist, playing out every possible 

scenario simply isn’t feasible, nor does it 

allow consideration for future disruptions not 

yet making waves.

“It’s no longer about developing multiple 

contingency plans to address every 

scenario. The idea of spread-betting to 

cover every eventuality is inefficient.”

Chris Paton2

Different types of workshops can and 

should be used at different stages of the 

lifecycle, focusing on the most important 

decisions at the right time. But the need for 

more strategic, future-focused workshops 

is imperative and should be locked in to the 

strategy development process from day one. 

A Strategic Preparedness Workshop sets 

out to ask and answer the big question - 

given the current environment and future 

likely trends, as well as our own internal 

capabilities and the positioning of our current 

competitors, what can we do to ensure we 

adapt and continue to not only compete, but 

succeed?

As the life science landscape 
wobbles, contorts and reshapes itself, 
management is sitting in board rooms 
around the world asking: “What do we 
do? How do we win?” Pharma staff are 
wondering: “How do I survive this”?

War-gaming, competitive 
scenarios, and gamification are 
all terms used to describe some 
form of strategic workshop to track 
competitors or compare scenarios. 

Hindsight 
is 20/20

Strategic 
Preparedness 
Workshops



Interested in agile ways of 
approaching competitive simulation 

workshops? Read our case study 
'Competitive simulation strategy: 

An innovative approach'

U
nc

er
ta

in
ty

Complexity

Ahead of or in response 
to a likely near-term 
tactical move by an 
existing competitor

COMPETITOR
SIMULATION

Ahead of a marketplace 
move by yourself or a 

competitor, or when the 
near term competitive 
landscape is likely to 

change

‘WAR GAME’/
SCENARIO ANALYSIS

When su�cient 
environment uncertainty 
in the mid term prompts 
reviewing of competitor 

strategies

HYBRID
STRATEGY GAME

When su�cient uncertainty in 
the distant, broad environment 

poses risk to strategic 
decisions and investment

and must be explored

STRATEGIC
PREPAREDNESS

WORKSHOPS

Types of Workshops

Client X was facing a major pharma player 
in a highly lucrative and rare disease space. 
They wanted to ensure that they had a chance 
to analyze Z-Pharma’s launch plan and its 
plans for targeting their own product, but they 
did not have the time to conduct a cross-
functional, traditional workshop. They  
came to us to discuss their goals  
and assess the most strategic  
way forward.

Our client, Client X, was a small biotech firm 
with an asset that had completed Phase 
3 development and was in the Pre-NDA 
submission stage. Their asset was in the 
hematology disease area, which hadn’t seen 
an approved product in decades, and was on 
an accelerated approval pathway about one 
year from launch. However, our client’s asset 
was predicted to launch approximately three 
to six months after a competitor’s asset. 

Their competitor was a big pharma company, 
Z-Pharma, also with an asset out of Phase 
3 development and a few months ahead of 
Client X in the Pre-NDA submission stage. 
Whilst these two assets had different RoAs 
and MoAs, our client was facing a situation 
in which two products were to be approved 
for the same disease area within a very short 
window, and our client’s asset would be the 
2nd to market.

COMPETITIVE SIMULATION STRATEGY: 
AN INNOVATIVE APPROACH 
CASE STUDY

Client situation 

*Company and drug names have been changed 
for confidentiality purposes. 

This case study explores a launch scenario 
in which we put a unique spin on the 
traditional competitive simulation approach 
for our client.

Our client was a small, nimble biotech 
eager to explore their main competitor’s 
impending launch plan and assess how to 
counteract it. However, due to company 
size, resource, and strategic focus, they 
were eager to approach this exploration 
in a way that minimized internal work and 
leveraged the capabilities our partnership 
offered. We utilized an innovative 
approach that allowed our client to focus 
on what mattered most - building a robust, 
pressure-tested launch plan informed 
by a deep understanding of competitor 
strategies and tactics.

Client X came to us with some questions 
around how they should strategize for their 
launch, and what they should know about 
their competition ahead of hitting the market. 
Their key questions were: 

 ĉ How do we ensure a successful launch in 
the face of our competitor going to market 
before us? 

 ĉ  How can we remain competitively fit? How 
do we find success given there are about 
to be two very distinct options on the 
market? 

 ĉ  How is our competitor approaching their 
launch, and how should we incorporate 
that information into our strategic plan?

Client questions

https://www.deallus.com/case-studies/
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The questions SPWs need to ask 

have grown more complex. And 

the right answers require time, 

attention, pressure-testing, and deep 

exploration. For the SPW to find 

these, it must be expertly designed 

and facilitated, collaborative, based 

on the understanding that the 

greatest minds do not think alike, 

and It must be sufficiently in-depth 

and robust to provide meaningful 

outcomes.

“We have to truly immerse ourselves in the environment in which we intend to 
operate and take time to think. Not enough time is put aside for this - we are all so 
busy rushing through today’s to-do list. Getting the team and your stakeholders 
genuinely engaged with the strategy development process and gaining 
commitment to a vision and clear direction of travel is fundamental. Even if you 
think you know the direction you want to go, strategic workshops at the very least 
provide an opportunity for everyone to contribute and get on the same page but 
invariably they bring fresh ideas to the table.” 

Dave Allmond, Chief Commercial Officer of Amryt Pharma3 

Evolution of strategic questions

How do I launch into an 
uncontested space?

How do I launch into a 
competitive space? How do I 
defend against a competitor?

Where do I compete, 
and how do I win?

The Present: A 360° Assessment

The Past



Benefits of the SPW

It enables the team and all involved to 

become genuinely engaged with the 

strategy development process and 

gain commitment to the vision and 

direction of travel. But done wrong 

or incompletely, the SPW will feel like 

a waste of time and energy for the 

people who can least afford to make 

that sacrifice.

For SPWs to be a success, here are our guiding rules:

Rule 1: Set expectations and get the objectives 100% clear

First and foremost, the SPW should be designed to meet the specific needs facing the 

business. "Even if you think you know the direction you want to go, strategic workshops 

provide an opportunity for everyone to contribute and get on the same page,” says Dave 

Allmond, Chief Commercial Officer of Amryt Pharma.3

Thus, the goals and expectations must be communicated. Attendees should understand:

 \ What are we trying to achieve?

 \ What are the expected outcomes?

 \ How will the outcomes be implemented?

 \ How do they relate to the rest of the business? 

 \ What is expected of me?

 \ Who is responsible for implementation?

 \ Why am I at this event?

All these questions must be answered before or at the SPW.  This will keep discussions 

laser-focused, ensure the right people are present and they know why, and will inform a 

robust, highly relevant, briefing pack.

The SPW is a rare opportunity for those involved to push aside the pressures of the 
daily to-do list, immerse themselves in a new environment and think about the future.

“Games slice through the vertical  
to ensure that the real issues are addressed with  

implementable solutions because all the right people  
are in attendance. [They] test the business and identify 
weaknesses, which are then 'fixed' so that the business 

becomes resilient, agile, nimble and adaptable - able to face 
off and capitalise upon any type of challenge.”

Chris Paton2



Rule 2: Timing is everything 

There is no point in running an SPW if you 

do not have enough time to act upon the 

decisions generated. Imagine you are six 

months from launch. You conduct a launch 

workshop regarding your asset and it reveals 

that your positioning statement is off-mark, 

but generates a better alternative. What do 

you do? Plough on with the original flawed 

positioning and messaging? Panic and rush 

through untested changes? Delay the launch?

None of these options are good. In the 

same vein, only the right timing will ensure 

the necessary space to make the changes 

to strategic direction that the SPW will 

bring to light. And attendees of the SPW 

will come with more excitement, openness 

and engagement if they don’t already feel 

pressed against a looming deadline. Take 

into account key company, asset, and 

people timelines to ensure a workshop that 

generates buy-in and actionable outputs, 

instead of panic.

Rule 3: Have the right people 
present 

Without the right people in the room, the output will 

suffer, and blind spots will remain uncovered. So who 

are the right people to attend?

Experts from your business, consultants, 

experts outside of your business and 

in the industry as needed. These could 

be representatives of HCPs, regulatory 

agencies, compliance, or any of the 

areas that impact strategic plans.

Those responsible for delivery. This is 

the time to include them in the decisions 

driving their day-to-day responsibilities. 

Their insights and perspective will prove 

meaningful throughout the SPW. And, 

nothing generates buy-in like engaging 

delivery teams and including them in the 

bigger ‘why’ behind their actions. 

Business leaders who sign off on 

the plans and budgets that the SPW 

generates. Those strategy leaders need 

to be not only present, but engaged. 

“Senior Management must set a good 

example and not just turn up for the 

first 30 minutes and then at the end for 

the summing up. What signals is that 

sending out?” Director, Top 10 Pharma 

Company4

If possible, real external stakeholders. 

Their views will help to delve into 

customer perspectives. People versed 

in analogous fields will draw on different 

pools of knowledge, and they won't be 

constrained by existing known solutions. 

Getting your real customers (regulators, HCP’s, KOL’s) 

into the room needs to be handled very sensitively. 

Sometimes it just should not or cannot be done - a 

good alternative can be to invite colleagues within 

your company who were once employed at these 

organisations. They will bring invaluable insight on 

how decisions are made and will see the challenges 

from both viewpoints.

Top tips to  

ensure attendance

 \ Time the event with an existing  

meeting that coalesces company 

members. This could be a board  

meeting or off-site company 

conference. 

 \ A separate location is a necessity  

to ensure attendees can step out 

of the day to day and immerse 

themselves in the workshop.



Rule 4: Management must 
take the lead

Even for those who think they know the 

direction things should go, Strategic 

Preparedness Workshops provide an 

opportunity for everyone to contribute 

and get on the same page. Sometimes old 

views and assumptions need revisiting and 

opinions need to be expressed. 

“A safe space must be created and 

individuals must not fear retribution,”  

says strategy expert Chris Paton.2 

Leadership should set the tone and invite 

dissent, but not axe grinding. The SPW is the 

arena for testing assumptions. All attendees, 

from the CEO to the sales executive, to the 

head of R&D, to the information scientist, 

must be honest, willing, and ready to have 

their beliefs be challenged. 

Former GSK Head of Global Categories, 

Roger Scarlett-Smith, echoes this: 

“There must be a clear and very loud 

statement from management. This ... 

is a chance for us to be subversive 

and to attack our own plans before the 

competitors do.”1

Management must role model an open 

mindset and be willing to have their views 

challenged. They need to create a safe 

environment for idea-sharing, and they must 

remain present and engaged throughout 

the entire SPW if they want those they are 

leading to do the same.

Rule 5: Have the latest 
intelligence

Succinct and compelling briefing packs will 

ensure comprehensiveness and impartiality. 

This intelligence may relate to any of the 

following: competitors, regulators, patients, 

physicians, treatment paradigms, market 

trends, trials, suppliers, disruptors and 

macro–environmental drivers. Its accuracy 

is crucial. Every decision made must be 

underpinned by the best evidence available. 

All information must be gathered well, it must 

be thorough, and it must be shared with 

attendees in a way that enables thoughtful 

discussion. The briefing packs should tell 

a compelling story to the reader, distilling 

key points and synthesizing information 

into a cohesive document that attendees 

will be willing and able to verse themselves 

in ahead of time. This is no easy task and 

cannot be under-estimated, as an SPW 

is only as useful as the information and 

narrative forming its foundation.

Strategic Preparedness Workshops  
give leaders a chance to align, engage, and explore 

the best strategic approach based on deep knowledge 
of external as well as internal success factors.

Rule 6: Ensure expert 
preparation and facilitation

To avoid any hint of bias and ensure an 

objective, holistic approach, facilitation of 

an SPW should not be the responsibility of 

an employee. Instead, it should be that of an 

external team. One with a deep, objective 

understanding of internal capabilities, 

internal goals, relevant external influences, 

likely disruptors, current and future 

competitors, and all the challenges and 

opportunities hidden throughout. 

The design of the workshop itself is vital. 

Preparation will include planning and running 

the workstreams; information gathering, 

interviewing, agenda shaping, establishing 

roles and responsibilities, preparing 

presentations, setting expectations and 

readying delegates. Balancing the flow, 

breakouts versus plenaries, and thinking 

time versus debate versus summarizing is a 

craft in itself. Underestimate the planning or 

facilitation of the SSW and you can count on 

it showing in your outputs. 



Reaching the end game
In today’s world, any strategic aims set without thoroughly assessing a 
market’s increasing complexities, traditional and new competitors, and 
stakeholders won’t withstand the change roiling through the industry. 

Adaptation has never been more important 

- strategic workshops will bring wider teams 

together to explore approaching the future 

innovatively and with excitement instead 

of fear. Making rigorous and innovative 

strategic checkpoints into a habit is the 

only way to ensure constant adaptation and 

maximum confidence for future success.

Done right, the results of a successful SPW 

can be a heady experience. From a team 

perspective, members who came in with 

prejudices, a lack of belief in the vision, fear 

of an impending threat, or any other form 

of confusion and disengagement will leave 

feeling confident, motivated, and integral to 

success. Experiencing the pressure-testing 

of a plan first-hand will turn colleagues into 

teammates, and turn doubt into buy-in. 

From a strategic perspective, goals 

experienced pressure-testing and were 

co-created across stakeholders. Risks and 

opportunities were identified, rationalised and 

dealt with. Attendees left with an improved 

and shared understanding of the competitive 

landscape. Better plans and decisions were 

made by the right people, as a team. Experts 

and expertise were employed to the full. A 

unified call to action is engendered, and an 

urgency for delivery is driven.

SPWs can’t provide 100% accuracy on future 

events, but they do get the team on the 

same page, seeing the future in the same 

way. This shared understanding enables the 

group to determine the implications to the 

business and to face future challenges and 

opportunities on their own terms.

The SPW, in short, can serve as a powerful 

reboot and kick-off point into the next 

chapter of success. Without this check and 

challenge to strategy, company visions and 

goals are in danger of becoming outdated, 

in-actionable, incomplete, and unprepared 

for what the future of pharma holds. 

“Games can flag  
blindspots and galvanise  
a team. They help you to avoid  
being surprised, or worse, seeing 
something play out in slow motion in  
front of you while being unable to do 
anything about it.”
Dave Allmond3 



About Deallus

Deallus is a unique strategic intelligence 

consultancy operating across the global life 

sciences sector.

Our mission is simple: to prepare you for the 

future by delivering the forward-thinking 

assurance you need in an uncertain and 

highly competitive world. The knowledge 

and clarity we provide helps life sciences 

companies shape future markets by making 

the right strategic decisions with confidence.

We create value across the product life cycle, 

from pre-clinical stages, through phases I, II 

and III, to launch and beyond, and right up 

to LoE. Our complete range of best-in-class 

services are built on the bedrock of our 

long-established and superior competitive 

intelligence capabilities.

With four offices across three continents, 

and over 25 languages spoken, we can 

offer global support as well as work as one 

global team, collaborating and sharing our 

expertise across geographies.

 \ 55 + FTE consultants 

 \ We partner with 20 of the world’s 
top 25 pharmaceutical companies 

 \ 300+ projects and 50+ workshops 
delivered each year 

 \ We will give you the  
competitive edge you need
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