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Abstract: The role of the Medical Science Liaison (MSL) 
has evolved significantly in recent years, necessitating 
a more strategic and collaborative approach to building 
multiple stakeholder relationships and education. In the 
current therapeutic ecosystem, characterized by increasing 
complexity, rapid advancements, and multifaceted 
stakeholder dynamics, MSLs must go beyond scientific 
expertise to deliver value. This paper explores the need for a 
toolkit of strategic thinking skills to enhance the effectiveness 
of MSLs, both internally within their organizations and 
externally with healthcare professionals (HCPs), other 
stakeholders, as well as institutions
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Introduction:
Medical Science Liaisons occupy a unique and pivotal role in the life sciences industry, acting as scientific 
communicators, educators, and influencers. Traditionally, their focus has been on sharing the real-world evidence 
(RWE) scientific data and fostering relationships with HCPs who are influential leaders in therapeutic areas of 
care. However, the rise of precision medicine, evolving regulatory landscapes, and diverse stakeholder needs 
demand a more strategic approach. To thrive in this environment, MSLs must develop and utilize strategic 
thinking skills that enable them to perform and be readily effective to navigate challenges and drive impactful 
scientific exchange delivering greater opportunity for patients to reach their best health outcomes.

Developing a Strategic Toolkit for MSLs:
To equip MSLs with strategic thinking skills, organizations should consider:

Why Strategic Thinking Matters:
Strategic thinking is the ability to anticipate, plan, and execute actions that align with long-term goals. For MSLs, 
this involves:

Internal Applications  
of Strategic Thinking: 
Internally, strategic thinking enables MSLs to:

Bridge Insights to Strategy:  
Translate field insights into  
actionable recommendations for  
product development, marketing/
messaging, and clinical strategy.

Cross-Functional Collaboration:  
Foster collaboration with internal  
teams to align scientific communication 
with organizational objectives.

Resource Optimization:  
Prioritize activities that deliver the 
highest impact, ensuring efficient  
use of time and resources.

External Applications  
of Strategic Thinking:  
Externally, strategic thinking enhances MSLs’ ability to:

Build Credibility: Establish trust with  
HCPs and other stakeholders by 
demonstrating a deep understanding  
of their needs and challenges.

Facilitate Education: Deliver targeted  
and impactful educational initiatives  
that address knowledge gaps and  
clinical priorities.

Influence Outcomes: Advocate  
effectively for therapies by aligning  
scientific data with stakeholder priorities  
and healthcare trends.

The Evolving Role of MSLs:
Historically, MSLs have been valued for their deep scientific knowledge and ability to communicate complex data. 
Today, their responsibilities have expanded to include:

This broader scope of responsibilities requires MSLs to move beyond transactional interactions and adopt a more 
strategic mindset.

Influencing Decision-
Making: Collaborating 
with HCPs, payers, and 
regulatory bodies to shape 
clinical and therapeutic 
decisions, leading to  
better choices in precision 
health management.

Internal Collaboration:  
Acting as a bridge between 
field insights and internal 
teams, such as marketing, 
medical affairs, and R&D. 
 

 

Stakeholder Engagement: 
Engaging with a broader 
range of stakeholders, 
including patient advocacy 
groups, health systems, and 
policymakers.

Contextual Understanding: 
Grasping the broader 
therapeutic and market 
landscape to tailor 
engagements.

Stakeholder Mapping: 
Identifying and prioritizing 
key stakeholders based on 
influence and alignment with 
organizational goals.

Insight Generation: Analyzing 
field insights to inform internal 
strategies and decision-
making.

Value Articulation: Communicating 
the value of therapies in a way that 
resonates with diverse audiences.

Adaptability: Navigating 
uncertainties, such as regulatory 
changes or market disruptions,  
with agility.
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Solutions-driven by industry 
experts who understand 
the principles of unbiased 
evaluation and skills. 
assessment.

Data-driven analysis leading  
to actionable insights for  
greater stakeholder impact.

Training Programs: Implementing 
workshops and courses on 
strategic planning, stakeholder 
engagement, and data analysis.

Mentorship: Pairing MSLs 
with experienced mentors  
to guide strategic  
decision-making.

Technology Integration: 
Leveraging data analytics and 
CRM tools to support strategic 
insight generation.

Performance Metrics: Defining 
KPIs that measure strategic 
contributions, such as the impact 
of insights on internal strategy or 
stakeholder satisfaction.
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Case Study: Strategic MSL Impact 
A pharmaceutical company faced challenges in launching a new therapy in a 
competitive market. Their challenges included a short timeline for go-to-market 
as well as a lack of internal alignment or MA infrastructure. When revisiting the 
approach, the team was redirected to adopt a more strategic approach, their 
MSL team:

• Conducted a detailed stakeholder analysis to identify key opinion leaders 
(KOLs) and influencers. 

• Provided actionable insights to the marketing team, shaping messaging 
that resonated with target audiences. 

• Delivered tailored educational sessions that addressed specific clinical 
challenges, resulting in increased adoption of the therapy.

Result: This strategic approach not only supported the successful launch but 
also strengthened relationships with internal and external stakeholders.

Conclusion: In today’s complex therapeutic ecosystem, the role of the MSL is 
more critical than ever. By developing and leveraging a strategic thinking toolkit, 
MSLs can enhance their ability to educate, influence, and drive meaningful 
outcomes. Organizations must prioritize the cultivation of these skills to ensure 
their MSL teams remain effective and relevant in a rapidly evolving landscape.

To fully realize the potential of MSLs, life sciences organizations should invest 
in strategic thinking development. By doing so, they will empower their MSL 
teams to navigate complexity, deliver value, and improve patient outcomes.
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