
8 PROVEN STEPS 
FOR BECOMING A 
BET TER PARTNER 
WITH IDNs

INCREASE YOUR 
SALES AND BRING 
MORE VALUE TO 
CUSTOMERS

Because integrated delivery networks 
(IDNs) are highly complex organizations, 
medical device and diagnostic (MDD) 
companies often have difficulty establishing 
and sustaining relationships with the right 
decision-makers. 

The key to improving access is 
understanding how to evolve the sales 
process to meet the needs of C-suite leaders, 
supply chain executives, and physicians. 
Speaking at the Fall 2017 IDN Summit, 
several healthcare executives offered advice 
for sales teams on forming value-based 
partnerships with IDNs.



Anthony Slonim, MD, DrPH, CPE, 
FACPE, president and CEO, Renown 
Health, and chair of CMR Institute’s 
Board of Directors, said many MDD 
sales teams make the mistake of 
selling during C-suite meetings 
because they lack the knowledge 
base that allows them to raise the 
conversation to a higher level, which 
is where executives want to go.

Staying current on industry and 
market trends can help elevate the 
conversation. “I expect that sales 
representatives who talk to our 
team stay informed and on top of 
the issues,” Slonim said. “You have 
to have a working knowledge of 
what is going on in the industry.” For 
example, if a CEO asks about a risk 
arrangement, a sales representative 
should know the basics, including 
whether or not the company is 
willing to engage in such contracts, 
he said. 

Sales teams also should understand 
the basics of value-based care, 
healthcare reform, and the changing 
hospital environment.

RESIST THE URGE TO PITCH YOUR 
PRODUCT ’S FEATURES AND BENEFITS. 
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“I expect that sales 
representatives who talk 
to our team stay informed 
and on top of the issues,” 
Slonim said. “You have to 
have a working knowledge 
of what is going on in the 
industry.”
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Typically, employed physicians have less ability to influence 
product selection, compared with independent physicians, Slonim 
said. Exceptions would be employed physicians in a clinic model 
organization or those in an accountable care organization (ACO) 
with strong physician leadership. 

DETERMINE IF PHYSICIANS ARE 
EMPLOYED OR INDEPENDENT

IDENTIF Y THE RIGHT 
DECISION-MAKERS AND 

INFLUENCERS —WHO MAY OR 
MAY NOT BE IN THE C-SUITE

“In my organization, if you make an appointment to see the CMO 
or CEO, they will typically send you right back to me,” said Steven 
W. Huckabaa, vice president, supply chain, Avera Health.

Huckabaa often serves as a bridge between manufacturers and 
the C-suite, helping to facilitate information sharing. “If you’re 
going to talk to me about patient care, reducing harm, reducing 
costs, and potential revenue sources, I’m all ears,” he said. “It’s 
about synthesizing that information and giving it to the right 
person.”

“It’s about synthesizing that information and giving it to the right 
person.”
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RECOGNIZE THAT PHYSICIANS 
ARE PARTNERING 

WITH THE SUPPLY CHAIN

“We’re moving away from a 
value analysis concept in and 
of itself to more of a strategy 
of engaging physicians in the 
decision-making process,” 
Huckabaa said. “They’re sitting 
at the table with us in a dyad 
approach.” With physicians 
involved, quality and outcomes 
remain top of mind throughout 
product discussions. This 
allows leaders to focus on more 
than just the price point of a 
particular item, Huckabaa said.

At CHC Supply Trust (the 
group purchasing organization 
arm of Community 
Hospital Corporation), the 
emphasis is on collaborative 
decision-making with 
physicians, clinicians, infection 
control, and other areas. “I 

don’t want suppliers to think 
of us as a clearinghouse,” said 
Tony Ybarra, CMRP, senior 
vice president. “But what we 
are there to do is be good 
stewards with our hospitals 
and determine if the product 
needs to be evaluated and do 
the cost analysis.” They also 
review the product’s potential 
reimbursement.

“... what we are there to do is be good stewards with our hospitals 
and determine if the product needs to be evaluated and do the 
cost analysis.”
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BE PREPARED TO OFFER DATA 
TO BACK UP YOUR CL AIMS

“The business acumen of clinicians and physicians has had an 
influence on decision-making, and that’s good for us, from the supply 
chain perspective,” Ybarra said. 

When considering a new product, Ybarra prefers to meet with 
physicians and the supplier early on to ensure that all of the clinical 
questions about a product can be answered. Using feedback from the 
meeting, he can make more informed financial decisions. 
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RECOGNIZE THAT MANY IDNS’ 
COST CONTAINMENT 

INITIATIVES ARE DRIVEN 
BY THE SERVICE LINES
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Although some decisions are based primarily on 
financial reasons, others require more careful study. 
“We want to know what the clinical outcome will look 
like, and the clinician will be able to evaluate that 
product before we make a decision,” Ybarra said.

More than ever before, IDN leaders are looking 
at the financial outcomes of products because 
reimbursement is shrinking across the industry. In 
such an environment, customers are particularly 
focused on if a product delivers value, Ybarra said. 
“The days when suppliers would come in and say, ‘but 
it ’s patient-chargeable,’ are over,” he said. “It may be 
patient-chargeable, but we’re not getting reimbursed 
for it. So it is important for you to understand the 
payer mix of the organizations you are working with.” 

Suppliers also need to understand how their products 
affect outcomes like length of stay, rehospitalizations, 
and infection rates. “It’s not about profit margin,” he 
said. “It’s about staying in the black and being able 
to keep the doors open in these community-based 
hospitals.”
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RECOGNIZE THAT MANY IDNS’ 
COST CONTAINMENT 

INITIATIVES ARE DRIVEN 
BY THE SERVICE LINES

At Avera Health, supply chain leaders have created 18-month-long 
strategic partnerships with 15 service lines to address potential 
savings. They categorize their product decisions by levels: level 1 
decisions can be made by supply chain only, while level 4 decisions 
involve physicians in the service line, and level 5 decisions require 
the involvement of senior leadership. 

When physicians hear about a new technology at a conference, 
supply chain leaders at Avera Health encourage them to discuss it 
with their service line leaders. “We want them to discuss with their 
colleagues if this invention will truly gain a lot of traction for us as 
a system or not,” Huckabaa said. His team’s role is to provide the 
service line with comparative information and discuss appropriate 
price points, delivery schedules, and the support mechanism. 
Occasionally, he will request that the CMO or CEO attend a supplier 
presentation on a new product or technology.

After the supplier conducts a presentation, Huckabaa and his team 
will develop a report on the new technology that includes financial, 
clinical, and quality data. Ultimately, the decision is made by that 
service line. “My role is to facilitate and make sure they have what 
they need to make that decision,” Huckabaa said. 

With so many individuals able to influence a decision, it 
is essential that sales teams deliver the same message to 
C-suite executives, physicians, and supply chain leaders in an 
IDN. Consistency is key to maintaining credibility.
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Beyond having a strong knowledge of their customers 
and product lines, MDD sales teams should have a deep 
understanding of their company, Huckabaa said. “The question 
is, what is your value proposition?” Beyond the technology, IDN 
customers want to know what a company has to offer, such as 
value-added programs and other services.

KNOW YOUR COMPANY

Timeframe: 
How long to 
implement

Next Best 
Alternative:    
Best option

Value 
Qualification: 

Measure 

Value 
Experience: 

Positive 
Experience

Price

Key 
Target User:  

Intended 
customer

COMPONENTS OF A VALUE PROPOSITION
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DETERMINE IF THE 
ORGANIZ ATION HAS ACCESS 

POINTS FOR INNOVATORS

Slonim said he wants to ensure that suppliers 
with truly innovative products have access to 
decision-makers in his organization. 

If a department leader is constrained by a budget, 
a supplier may want to explore if reaching out to 
the appropriate vice president at the IDN would 
be appropriate. Such leaders may be less likely to 
automatically dismiss a product based on tight budget 
constraints.

Still, sales teams need to follow the protocols and 
processes of each IDN. C-suite and supply chain 
leaders do not appreciate when sales representatives 
try to circumvent institutional policies and procedures 
to get their products in the hands of physicians, 
Slonim said. 

Ybarra agrees. “I know a lot of suppliers were not 
happy when we implemented vendor credentialing 
in our organization,” he said. “But we have a 
responsibility to protect our patients and our 
facilities.”

Simply put, such policies help IDN leaders manage 
outcomes and reduce liability. “They are not to stop 
you from selling,” Huckabaa said. “But they are a 
protection to help us deliver our care.” 
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IDN protocols also help facilitate decision-making. 
“There are reasons why we have these processes set 
up—to make sure the right information is getting 
into the right hands to be able to make decisions and 
determine if this is a good product,” Huckabaa said.
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CMR Institute offers a suite of products and services for 
the medical device and diagnostic industry to avoid missed 
connections and lost opportunities.

CMR designs competency-based learning plans that can be 
implemented for the right roles in your organization, at the right 
times, to make change where it will bring the most impact to your 
business quickly.

For more information, visit www.CMRinstitute.org

Through our extensive blended learning library, CMR helps 
pharmaceutical, medical device, and diagnostic professionals 
maximize market access, connect effectively with decision 
makers, and demonstrate the value of their products and 
services. Founded by a team of visionary physicians and 
healthcare companies in 1966, CMR Institute educates 
12,000 professionals annually in 35 countries and provides 
services to more than 75 of the leading life science companies 
worldwide.
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