
Creating a Learning Strategy 
for Uncertain Times
Advice for training leaders to 
succeed in 2021 and beyond.
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Building a relevant and comprehensive learning 
strategy for customer-facing teams has become 
even more complex during the COVID-19 crisis. 
But what hasn’t changed is your responsibility to 
support your internal customers in sales, marketing, 
market access, and other functions.

As a learning leader, you have a range of strategies 
that you can use to help your stakeholder 
customers reach their most important short- and 
long-term goals. Here, we offer some approaches 
and key questions to consider as you strategize 
in the critical months ahead.
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Stakeholder Goal 1
We need to get the sales team in front of 

more customers, in person or virtually.“

“
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Empower your team 
with more effective 
virtual selling skills.

4

“We need to get the sales team in front of 
more customers, in person or virtually.”

Stakeholder
Goal #1

Strategy



Empower your team with more effective virtual selling skills.

For the foreseeable future, your sales team will continue to rely on a mix of 
virtual and in-person selling. But for sales reps who are accustomed to seeing 
their customers in person, using a virtual selling platform can be challenging. 
Many find it more difficult to engage their customers and build rapport to help 
solidify the relationship.

To help your sales team get more meetings with healthcare professionals, 
make sure your training covers the basics of effective business 
communication. Customer correspondence should be brief and direct, 
highlighting the value a rep can deliver during a quick meeting. Training also 
should reinforce the importance of timely follow-up so that reps can reinforce 
key messages and address any customer concerns.
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Strategy
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Strategic Questions 
to Consider

What is your team’s level of proficiency in virtual selling? 
Where are the greatest opportunities for improvement (eg, 
making invitations to connect more appealing, using more 

visuals to create engagement, etc)?

Which leaders on the sales team can you use as “champions” 
to create buy-in for training on virtual selling? 

What time and budgetary constraints does your team have, 
and what does that mean in terms of your ability to create vs. 

outsource programs on virtual selling?

How will you measure the success of your virtual selling 
training and share the results with key stakeholders? 



CMR Resources that can help 
empower your team with more 
effective virtual selling skills:

▪ Engaging Your Customers: 
Virtual Promotion Strategies That Work

▪ Communication Strategies: 
Targeting Providers

▪ Customer Engagement Strategies –
Finding Success in Today’s Market

▪ Using Storytelling in Sales eBrief
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Stakeholder Goal 2
We want our customers to think of us first 

during times of uncertainty.“

“
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Improve your team’s business acumen 
so they understand causes of customer 

uncertainty and train them to use 
empathy to build connections.
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“We want our customers to think of us first 
during times of uncertainty.”

Stakeholder
Goal #2

Strategy



Improve your team’s business acumen so they understand causes of 
customer uncertainty and train them to use empathy to build connections.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, health systems and physician practices have relied on 
suppliers to help combat shortages of vital drugs and personal protective equipment 
(PPE). Now, your customers are facing other challenges that go beyond sourcing the 
supplies they need. Some are dealing with significant financial pressures, as patient 
volumes have yet to return to pre-COVID-19 levels in many areas of the country. They 
also may be concerned about potential regulatory and payment changes in 2021.

Many hospital executives and physician leaders may not consider reaching out to a 
sales rep or account manager when they need help solving business problems. But if 
reps learn how to position themselves as collaborative problem-solvers who 
understand their customers’ challenges, they may be able to create more meaningful 
partnerships centered on issues that matter, including improving patient care.
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Strategic Questions 
to Consider

What barriers exist to creating or enhancing the sales team’s 
business acumen training? How can you make the training 

applicable for the real world (eg, including case studies and 
exercises, having participants share stories of successful 

partnerships with customers, etc)?

Does the sales team know how to “read” their market for cues 
that changes could be on the way (eg, layoffs at a major 

employer that could signal a change in payer mix, regulatory 
or payment changes that could affect your customers’ bottom 

line, etc)?

What empathy-building resources might help foster better 
relationships between sales reps and their customers during 

difficult times? Does the sales team understand why this type of 
training is important? If not, how can you articulate the “why” in a 

compelling way (eg, impact on their sales performance, etc)?

Do you have access to subject matter experts in-house, or 
would an off-the-shelf approach be more cost-effective?



CMR Resources that can help 
improve your team’s business 
acumen and empathy:

▪ Communicating with Empathy

▪ Selling with Empathy eBrief

▪ Engaging Your Physician Practice Customers

▪ Identifying Partnering Opportunities

▪ Job Aid: Partnering with Specialists

▪ Partnering with Payers application eModule

▪ Partnering with Organized Providers 
application eModule

▪ The Impact of COVID-19 on Your Oncology Customers
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Stakeholder Goal 3
We need customers to see 

our products differently.“

“
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Build a curriculum that takes your 
team’s value-based selling skills to 

the next level.
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“We need customers to see 
our products differently.”

Stakeholder
Goal #3

Strategy



Build a curriculum that takes your team’s value-based selling skills 
to the next level.

Selling a drug or device that physicians or health executives view as “too expensive” 
can be particularly difficult during an economic downturn. Consider the environment: 
Some physician practices and hospitals have delayed their capital investments in new 
technology until their operating margins recover. Other customers may be concerned 
about high out-of-pocket costs for certain drugs, especially when many patients have 
lost their employer-sponsored health insurance during the economic downturn.

In times like these, it would be easy for customers to overlook the value of drugs and 
devices. But as your sales team knows, many products can lead to better clinical and 
financial outcomes and, ultimately, reduce the total cost of care. That’s why it is 
especially important for reps to help their customers see your products differently.
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Strategic Questions 
to Consider

Which functions are involved in helping to enhance the sales 
team’s value-based selling skills (eg, sales, marketing, market 

access, health economics and outcomes research, etc)?

What real-world evidence is available to help demonstrate 
your product’s value? 

How far does the training need to go to build this 
competency—does it require just adding an e-learning module 
or two, or does the team need more in-depth training (perhaps 
via a customized certificate program) to protect your product’s 

market access? 

How confidently can the sales team present HEOR data and 
address customer concerns? What types of training would 

help improve their confidence?

How can you build on existing training resources that have 
been proven effective in the past (eg, business planning 

courses, market access modules, etc)? 



CMR Resources that can help 
you take your team’s value-based 
selling skills to the next level:

▪ Selling in a Value Conscious Environment

▪ Evidence-Based Medicine as a Sales Strategy

▪ Impact of Value-Based Healthcare on the 
Sales Environment

▪ Job Aid: Elevate Your Conversation

▪ Measuring the Patient Experience: 
The Connection to Quality

▪ Patient-Centered Care

▪ Value-Based Care eBrief
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Stakeholder Goal 4
We need to beat the competition 

to emerging opportunities.“

“
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Prepare sales teams 
to pivot on customer 

strategies when needed.
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“We need to beat the competition 
to emerging opportunities.”

Stakeholder
Goal #4

Strategy



Prepare sales teams to pivot on customer strategies when needed.

In the challenging months and years ahead, customers will continue to need solutions that help 
them manage population health, improve medication adherence, and address health inequities 
(which may have been exacerbated by the pandemic). Ideally, your sales team has already 
identified opportunities to align your company’s products and programs to some of these needs.

But given the nature of this uncertain environment, plans are likely to change. For example, 
financial pressures may force a hospital to delay the launch of a new service line that would have 
been an ideal fit for your product. Or a rep may learn that a physician practice recently added a 
new analytics tool to help identify patients with the condition treated by your product. In either 
case, you want your team to be ready to adjust plans and explore new prospects.

An effective training curriculum can give your customer-facing teams the listening and critical 
thinking skills they need to “read” a situation for opportunities. Well-crafted training programs also 
can help sales reps and account managers become more agile in their approach when they pick 
up an important cue from a customer.
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Strategic Questions 
to Consider

Do reps understand how to assess their accounts 
for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 

(SWOT analysis)?

How well can sales reps and account managers prioritize 
new opportunities?

Which specific behaviors (eg, only calling on the same 
physicians or hospitals, not using active listening to uncover 

opportunities, etc) need to change to improve rep agility?

How likely are sales reps and account managers to adjust their 
business plans to take advantage of new opportunities? What 

skills can help them identify these opportunities early on?

Does your training curriculum provide adequate training on 
critical thinking skills to help sales reps and account managers 

rapidly identify new sales or partnership opportunities? 



CMR Resources that can help 
you prepare your sales teams to 
pivot on customer strategies 
when needed:

▪ Promoting Health Equity and Addressing 
Social Determinants of Health

▪ Telehealth Trends and Opportunities

▪ Population Health Management: A Strategy 
for Higher Quality and Lower Costs

▪ Opportunities Behind the Clinician’s 
Evidence-Based Medicine Challenge

▪ Medication Adherence: Issues and 
Outcomes
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Stakeholder Goal 5
We need to improve 

performance.“

“
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Use microlearning 
approaches to keep your 

sales team motivated.
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“We need to improve 
performance.”

Stakeholder
Goal #5

Strategy



Use microlearning approaches to keep your sales team motivated.

Whether your team is selling under normal conditions or during a pandemic, 
their performance is tightly linked to your company’s overall success. To keep 
sales reps motivated during stressful times, trainers may want to focus on 
developing programs that are targeted and practical—and that do not add 
more stress.

Consider incorporating technologies that deliver microlearning content to 
learners in various formats, including e-learning, podcasts, and webinars. And 
whenever possible, offer your team a choice of training options so they can 
select those that best fit with their learning style(s).
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Strategic Questions 
to Consider

What are the current performance gaps across the sales 
team? What specific goals must be achieved for each sales 
role? Should the training target only those groups that are 

lagging behind or take a broader approach?

How can you harness the talents of top performers to engage 
the rest of the sales force (eg, coaching, mentorship, etc)?

Which mix of training delivery methods should you use 
(off-the-shelf e-learning modules, videos, podcasts, etc)?

How can you ensure timely delivery of training that responds 
to new developments in the industry or market? Which 

methods will allow for just-in-time learning?

What incentives can you use to improve participation?

How can you design the training curriculum so that learning 
is continuous and helps build momentum? Are there 

opportunities to integrate the training into existing workflows 
(eg, incorporating microlearning into weekly reporting tasks)?

What opportunities will you give low performers to repeat 
training and try to improve their performance?



CMR Resources that can help 
your sales team apply learning 
to improve their performance:

▪ Sample Coaching Guide

▪ Sample Cohort Leaders Guide

▪ Sample Market Access Pathway

▪ Interactive Business Planning Tool

▪ Partnering with Payers Application Module

▪ Partnering with Organized Providers 
Application Module

▪ Training, Coaching, and Mentoring 
Healthcare Sales Professionals

▪ How Leaders Create a Coaching Culture 
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The world has certainly changed – but what hasn’t, is your responsibility 
to support your internal customers in sales, marketing, market access, 
and other functions. It’s not always possible to accomplish your goals 
with your already busy internal team. And CMR wants to help.

With our dynamic library of customizable and relevant learning content, 
we partner with you to provide on-demand micro-learning solutions, 
curated to promote personalized learning experiences that your workforce 
can consume in the flow of work. We would like to extend our services to 
you and your team to help you reach your strategic goals, today.

https://www.cmrinstitute.org/
mailto:solutions@cmrinstitute.org

