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Executive Summary
Uncertainty is a new feature of the business
world. This is also true of healthcare and
pharmaceuticals, where change appears to
be the only constant. Forced to map a path
through these turbulent times, business leaders
first gravitate towards stability and business
continuity before considering innovation and
novelty.
Yet we know that crises are often opportunities
in disguise, and no more is this the case with
pharmaceutical field forces (both sales reps and
MSLs). The customers that these groups interact
with will have very different processes and
desires for the foreseeable future, with telehealth
becoming a standard and expected part of
healthcare provision.
Even if vaccines quickly quell the current pandemic,
we need a way to cope with what will likely be
a significant period of new unknowns arriving
frequently. What we, therefore, need to invest
in is not a single rigid solution but a system that
can keep us pointing in the right direction on the
inevitably bumpy, windy road ahead.
One answer, now being considered by many
pharma companies, is to use AI to direct and
guide commercial and medical field staff. AI is not
a foreign concept to our industry, having shown
significant promise in drug discovery and clinical
trials. But it is now also showing the ability to
transform commercial and medical functions. With
so many variables now measured electronically,
the ability for computers to chart the ‘next best
action’ for each individual is very tempting.
This paper explores the key features and benefits
that executives are seeking from AI systems. We
see that whilst ‘accuracy’ is the most crucial trait,
‘empowerment’ and ‘explainability’ are also critical.
These mature considerations lend credence to the
idea that we have perhaps learned from past digital
transformations, now recognising that technology
alone is not enough to change behaviour and
deliver results.
The conclusion from our analysis is that AI can be
the solution, but only if implemented in a nuanced
way that builds trust and empowers staff. When
done well, it can revolutionise the business.
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Knowing What To Do Next
Knowing what to do next is a fundamental
human desire. We crave guidance and direction
- whether from our manager, family, teacher,
mentor or religion.
Most of this direction was stripped away in a
flash when lockdown measures came into place
in early 2020. We plunged into a world we’d
never experienced before, with no idea of how
long it would last.
Pharmaceutical executives had it worse than
most - as with other businesses, they had to
guide employees to home-working and provide
practical support. But unlike others, they also
had to pull resources around finding a treatment
for a disease which hadn’t existed until a few
weeks prior. And, of course, deal with the
worldwide scrutiny and pressure that comes
with such a role.
Uncertainty now pervades every decision.
Confidence is almost impossible. Still, being
decisive is critical.

Uncertainty
now pervades
every decision.
Confidence is
almost impossible.
Still, being decisive
is critical.”

No Return To Old Ways
Field teams, like the rest of us, have been
grounded. But simply switching to work from
home is not necessarily enough to be able to
address the daily changing priorities of HCPs
and patients. Communication had to be instantly
redesigned, not just to happen remotely, but
also in function: to provide support, rather than
sell products, for an army of busy healthcare
professionals who had little time even to think,
and whose priorities were changing on a weekly
or even daily basis.
Taking the UK as an example (where 26% of
primary and 47% of secondary care physicians
previously had regular face-to-face contact with
field representatives), numbers have declined
by more than half during the pandemic, to 12%
and 22% respectively (figure 1)[1]. Overall, HCP
interaction has declined (compared to pre-Covid
levels), showing us that digital engagement is not
necessarily providing a like-for-like replacement.
The impact of this is yet to be fully understood
because field representatives remain the vital
link between innovative therapies and the
patients that need them most.
But business continuity, or a ‘return to normal’,
is not what we should be seeking. The crisis
is a catalyst for the long-awaited digital
transformation of our industry. It is forcing an
unprecedented shift in the way we communicate
with key stakeholders.
It has also shown us what digital transformation
really means. Companies that thought they had
digital channels ‘ready’ quickly realised that
the technology alone was not sufficient - they
hadn’t the strategy, the content, the trust or the
understanding that would make a digital model
work.
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Figure 1: Changes in face-to-face contact with field representatives, pre-pandemic and today

We know that a hybrid model, a blend of online
and offline customer engagement, will be the
longer-term norm. However, systems need an
upgrade: only 38% of executives were satisfied
with current multichannel marketing capability
[2] before the pandemic, and decreasing further
during lockdown with only 31% being satisfied in
a more recent poll [3].
It is clear that proactive, rather than reactive
engagement with physicians, is how commercial
departments will thrive in the future. AI is central
to supporting this engagement model.

AI to the Rescue
Data is being generated at increasing speeds
across many areas. The richness and availability
of such data has ballooned with the digitisation
of interactions. This holds the key to the
realisation of a dynamic engagement model.
But data and insights don’t bring value by
themselves. We need systems that learn from
the data and extract value from it. Information is
not the same as wisdom, and we must create a

system that becomes smarter and more astute
over time by leveraging AI, data, and human
behaviour. And on this point, this is not a time
to be risk-averse. Our industry understands
better than ever that their focus needs to
improve customer experience, with 66% of
respondents citing that this is what their teams
are focusing on (figure 2). Whilst AI remains
unproven in some areas, it has been shown to
be very effective in guiding field teams, allowing
them to prioritise engagement where the need
is greatest, supporting them with suggestions
around what conversations can be had and
delivering the evidence they need to take action
by explaining why.
In considering the adoption of this technology,
the availability and usability of data and insights
are critical. Field teams must be supported with
insights powered by a granular understanding
of patient populations, geographies, the
environment and historic activity to drive
positive outcomes. What we’re talking about is
the democratisation of data.

Figure 2: What parts of commercial
departments will be impacted most by AI
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The Rise of Next Best Action
It is no surprise that a new trend is rapidly taking
over the life sciences industry: Next Best Action
(NBA). Designed to guide a member of field staff,
NBA typically analyses a much wider dataset
than a human could comprehend, to provide the
single best option.
However, not all things are created equal, and
today there are vast differences in quality and
usability of the various NBA systems being
offered.

To evaluate the state of affairs, asked the
opinions of several industry executives who are
considering or have already implemented NBA
systems[4]. It is stark to see how far we have to
go as only a small minority (5%) having working
systems, yet 63% of respondents understand the
importance of having deep AI systems in place
(figure 3). How do we bridge this gap between
the legacy systems that are in place today and
systems that will be required tomorrow?

Figure 3: Current state of affairs with AI and Next Best Action

Figure 4: Key features of any field suggestion tool
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1 High Accuracy (of recommendations)
It is no surprise that accuracy tops the list, in
the same way that if you invite any form of
intelligence into your company, you’ll want that
intelligence to be of a good standard.

classic bespoke-versus-volume tradeoff.

2 User Empowerment

There are different systems that claim to be AI,
but they are not driven primarily by data and
therefore ill-fitted to the world that is changing
(with the pandemic being a prime example).
These are the ‘rule-based systems’ - built on
rigid business rules that whilst simpler to create,
are unable to adapt to changing circumstances,
producing inferior intelligence and therefore a
limited scope of recommendations.

Over the past two decades, the pharmaceutical
industry has embarked on countless ‘digital
transformation’ initiatives that have not all
realised the promised benefits, generally not
because of the technology itself but because
of a lack of trust in the system, or ease of
adoption. Consider how many times you’ve been
told to use digital tools that fail to live up to
expectations.

Whilst it might seem that providing rules
strengthens the system, such strength is shortlived. Non-rules based systems, or ‘deep’ AI, are
more challenging to create and validate as they
are typically not even told the rules of the game,
but they are good at capturing patterns and the
nuances of the data that even humans cannot
detect, and are much more adaptable to a
variety of scenarios. This is particularly important
given the uncertainty described earlier.

A large part of that is because technology
isn’t always designed to empower the user.
Systems are installed by managers who see
cost efficiencies and accuracy improvements
but are relatively blind to the daily plight of the
users, who may not trust in taking guidance
from software - especially if they are previously
experienced, entrenched and successful.

There are other reasons why deep AI is superior.
The learning feedback loop, a key component of
AI and the reason it improves over time, is often
constrained due to rule conflicts. Rules are often
based upon spurious inflection, gut instinct, and
rarely are founded on quantitative measures.
Rules typically become ‘out of date’ very quickly.
Rules can also be misunderstood - just because
an HCP is designated Segment A, they may
behave like Segments B, C or D in practice. Or
they may behave in a way not explained by the
rules at all.
If you repeat your actions (enforced by rules),
you’ll typically get results within the similar
range, meaning that you are not testing a very
wide range of assumptions at any one point. Put
in another way, your evolution is slower. Relying
only on data gives you the ability to adapt and
grow faster, especially when it comes to complex
situations.
This is the technology that allows us to step away
from a one-size-fits-all approach, personalising
recommendations at scale. This upends the

Even worse, some systems require users to
become part-time analysts themselves. Whilst
it is desirable to have the ability to ‘look under
the hood’ to explore how decisions are made,
users should not need to be experts to obtain
meaningful information or guidance. “There are
still considerable challenges for our industry to
get their data environment ready. Technology
must be designed to support people, not replace
them,” according to Dr. Loubna Bouarfa (CEO of
OKRA) [5]. The challenge is to provide AI-driven
outcomes that are explainable, actionable and
predictive so that users can proactively take
action.
Empowerment is a vital but oft-overlooked
requirement for managers buying NBA systems.
It requires careful scrutiny as it is rare that a
single feature provides the answer. It should be
a critical test in any pilot or gradual rollout of an
AI system.
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3 A System that Learns
Artificial intelligence needs to learn from a
variety of sources. Not just real-world data but
also the broader scientific literature, clinical trial
data and hospital/prescription data.
An essential requirement is to enable data
generated from customer engagements. Often
that information is stored deep within CRM
databases. However, it is vital that such valuable
information doesn’t merely gather dust and is
used as part of the overall picture.
Another requirement is ‘data diversity’. As
mentioned earlier, improvement in intelligence
for Deep AI systems is based on removing the
shackles and having the computer interpret all
available databases. It’s impossible for humans
to pre-judge what data will matter most, which
means that in rules-based systems a lot of data
gets left out. Learning is quicker and better when
all data is incorporated, and the computer is left
to sift what is valuable and what isn’t.
Set up right, AI insights and suggestions will
continue to learn and adapt to new information
and new situations. These systems need to
drive cross-organisational learning, not confined
merely to the field force.
This also allows new entrants to ‘stand on the
shoulders of who has gone before’. A new sales
rep joining the team should immediately be
able to gain from the support and intelligence
of what happened before. Contrast that with
the recent past, where if a rep leaves or cannot
work, the company loses experienced knowledge
and an understanding of the local market. This
can be devastating in some situations. Good
implementations accelerate onboarding, quicken
targeting, and rapidly close performance gaps.

Ease of use is not confined to the system itself.
The AI system must be able to integrate with
other pre-existing networks, in particular popular
cloud-based. True value will only be realised if
systems are deployed across functions.
AI analysis should feed back into a company’s
data ecosystem, allowing them to be reused
across functions and systems to extract the most
value. Don’t give up control over your data to
proprietary platforms and solutions.
To successfully implement AI systems,
pharmaceutical companies should get their data
environment ready. This means having complete
control of data with appropriate licences
and alignment to standard references, and
ensuring consistency across countries/regions,
departments, product lines, etc. This does not
mean it is necessary to have exclusive data
ownership - indeed collaborations can often be a
smarter way of making it work.

AI will be an objective
assistant, a trusted
companion in the future.
Using the wisdom of the
past to guide reps on
what is to come.”

4 Ease of Use and Interoperability
This is closely related to item (2) on this list,
empowerment. If companies don’t adopt good
UX design, good alignment with local actions and
a solid onboarding process, adoption of a new
system will not be straightforward. Trust will be
difficult to generate.
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5 Explainability (no black boxes)

supporting evidence for predictions. In fact,
explainability can be split down into 7 ‘pillars’ [6]:

The ability to query and question
recommendations without prejudice is a key
aspect to foster trust. With outputs that are
explained, users are empowered to make the
right decisions consistently. Transparency is a
key component of trust. People do not respond
well to being told what to do in a dictatorial,
opaque manner. Far better to present the
facts, provide interpretation and give a range of
options that enable the individual to confidently
make up their own minds.

1. Transparency
The ability of the user of the system to understand
why certain predictions and suggestions have
been made.
2. Domain Sense
The explanation should make sense according to
the type of user, industry they’re working in and
typical language used.
3. Consistency
The explanation should be consistent across
different models and across different runs of the
model.

With deep AI, such transparency is difficult. We
therefore need AI systems capable of providing
evidence. We need explainability. This is
another trait that improves trust, adoption and
empowerment.

4. Parsimony
The explanation should be as simple as possible,
to enhance understandability - though not so
simple as to be unclear.

The breakthrough comes in not only in
integrating vast amounts of data and
extracting relevant insights to drive actions,
but also pinpointing the reasoning behind the
recommendations delivered by the system communicated in an understandable, logical
manner. This is why every insight delivered by
OKRA is accompanied by a ‘glass box promise’
meaning the users have full transparency and
trust in the system with reasons generated by
OKRA’s Hybrid Explainability Engine.

5. Generalizability
Models and explanations should be generalizable
across problems whenever possible.
6. Trust
Users must be able to trust what they are acting
on; that the explanation algorithm is capable and
accurate.

Fidelity

Trust

Generalizability

7. Fidelity
That the explanation and the predictive model
align well with one another.

Parsimony

Consistency

Domain Sense

Transparency

Explainability isn’t easy. It doesn’t just need to be
accurate, it also needs to be understandable. It
forces a translation from technical descriptions
of algorithms to simple expressions of the
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Conclusion
We must invest in a future where our field
teams can look to what they need to do ahead
of time and anticipate future developments. A
sixth sense. That sixth sense will enable a real
evolution, a huge competitive advantage for
all companies who adopt it. AI, done right, is
an objective yet supportive assistant, a trusted
companion for the future. It is the wisdom
of the past, guiding us on what is to come.
Empowerment is emerging as a key criteria.
Early implementations are being overhauled to
include explanations and transparency on where
suggestions and predictions have come from.
It shows you where the opportunities are,
where the urgency is, where the priorities
are, for you to use the best knowledge at
hand to act in the best way you know how!
And it is working. These are challenges OKRA
faced from the outset in its aim to become the
leading AI player in life sciences, and not merely
for the short term. So far, companies have
displayed much stronger takeup than anticipated,
already generating 6 million predictions during
2020 (up from initial estimates of 2 million).
AI can be our future. It can empower humans,
not take away from them. At OKRA, we
believe this is a future worth striving for.
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About OKRA Technologies
At OKRA we are fostering a new generation of ArtificiaI Intelligence (AI) solutions that support the healthcare ecosystem. Our solutions are used by top pharma companies throughout the product pipeline to empower employees
in decision making around complex problems.
OKRA’s AI solutions are translating large clinical, scientific and commercial data sets into actionable insights that
employees in life science companies can easily query at their desks or whilst on the move.
We believe that for AI to truly empower people, the insights presented must be explainable and instil confidence
when driving action. Our suite of products has been built in partnership with our users, with a focus on empowering the people to take action.
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