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Innovation is the creation of better or more eff ective products, 
processes or ideas. In the pharmaceutical industry, this equates 
to the creation of medicines to treat diseases and fi nd cures for 

health care challenges that face our society. At Pfi zer, innovation 
does not stop in the research and product sectors, but has fl owed 
into the business of learning to push product sales training out of the 
“dark ages” of the classroom and into the proverbial virtual light. 

Pfi zer is the world’s largest research-based pharmaceutical com-
pany. Once prescription medications are discovered, developed, 
FDA approved and ready for distribution, it’s up to the sales team to 
eff ectively and compliantly sell these drugs to providers. But before 
any sales can be made, training must fi rst take place. 

With roughly 6,000 learners in product sales at Pfi zer and with 
large scale change occurring more frequently in the pharmaceuti-
cal industry, it was becoming economically impractical to retrain 
employees in the classroom. Tim Kern, vice president of training at 
Pfi zer, is overseeing this virtual transformation, along with 20 other 
members of the product sales training team. 

Until November 2010, application training for product sales 
was uniquely classroom-based, a format Pfi zer was succeeding at. 
When the idea sparked to move the classroom online, stakeholders 
remained uncertain of the shift .

“We were almost a victim of our own success as a hall of fame 
training organization with the prevailing attitude of ‘Don’t fi x what’s 
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“This is not the death of 

classroom training. It’s 

important to see where 

this delivery methodology 

is the right choice and see 

where you can go without 

degrading any of the 

applications or metrics.” 

— Tim Kern, Pfi zer



38 Training Industry Quarterly, Fall 2011  /  A Training Industry, Inc. ezine  /  www.trainingindustry.com/TIQ

not broken,’” said Kern. “It was a blend of 
the perfect storm of how to keep cost down 
while continuing to meet training needs.”

Th is fi gurative tug of war between class-
room versus virtual was taking shape, 
prompting the idea to put the stakeholders 
through a virtual training course to fully 
see it, feel it, participate in it. Not only did 
the stakeholders’ mindset need to shift , but 
the company culture needed to be open to 
other delivery channels as well. Th e work-
force played a large part in the reason to go 

virtual. 
“In today’s workforce many have two 

working family members and can’t easily 
leave home,” said Ron Schanze, senior di-
rector and team leader of Pfi zer representa-
tive training. “Th e workforce was used to 
learning in a virtual format if they’ve gone 
for MBA or undergraduate degrees online 
and they were more than accepting of it, 
even more so than the business in general.”

Once stakeholders, including Compli-
ance, approved the method and saw the 

positive metrics from the pilot, the program 
launched, propelling the Pfi zer training pro-
gram into the virtual world.  Th e fi rst vir-
tual training event yielded $3 million in cost 
avoidance. Th e quantitative metrics were 
also met with high marks, matching those 
of classroom-based training with ratings of 
4.0 to 4.1 on a 5-point scale. With a success-
ful launch under its belt, Pfi zer was now a 
part of this virtual world.  

“What’s been interesting is the quan-
titative metrics topped it off , which many 
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thought they would and then you read the 
qualitative metrics about how you kept 
people off  planes, got them back to their 
territories faster and how much more ap-
preciative the learners were, coupled with 
how much you saved; it’s a pretty amazing 
story,” said Kern. 

Credit for these high metrics goes in part 
to Pfi zer’s willingness to learn from Wyeth, 
which it acquired a few years prior. While 
Pfi zer was already heading in the direction 
of virtual training, it was able to eff ectively 
leverage Wyeth’s online training best prac-
tices to accelerate its launch and make it a 
success. 

“As people look at the evolution of the 
overall pharmaceutical business model, they 
re-examine all aspects, including training,” 
said Schanze. “Th erefore that allows you to 
make change that before was not possible.”

Th e training team looked at all aspects 
of its training program following the 
timeline of an employee’s career pathway.   
Any kind of application training that used 
to require classroom training as it relates 

to products was converted to the virtual 
platform. The onboarding application 
classes are currently in this format, but 
the advanced classes will follow suit and 
be added in the near future. Th is analy-
sis has prompted them to re-evaluate the 
basic knowledge points and how to deliver 
those aspects.

“Th is is not the death of classroom train-
ing. It’s important to see where this deliv-
ery methodology is the right choice and see 
where you can go without degrading any 
of the applications or metrics,” said Kern. 
Th ere is cost savings right away but there is 
a need for a blended approach.  For product 
training, it was a great story where we can 
leverage the virtual classroom.”

Th rough a blended approach, Pfi zer 
is off ering diff erent delivery methods to 
meet the training needs of its employees 
and the business. Th e product sales train-
ing makeup is currently 90 percent online; 
with 50 percent e-learning, 40 percent live 
virtual training and less than 10 percent 
training in the classroom.  

Regardless of the delivery method, the 
quality of the content and participant in-
teraction has not been sacrifi ced with this 
shift . Pfi zer is utilizing Adobe Connect to 
allow the participants to interact and com-
municate with the instructor and other 
attendees. Everything that would appear 
in the live classroom is now in the virtual 
classroom. 

“Virtual training is going to evolve and 
be the centerpiece of how people learn,” said 
Schanze. Attendees are happy not to travel, 
stakeholders are happy with the metrics and 
the business has found an innovative, com-
pliance-focused and economical approach 
to take training to the next level. 

“Th is has changed training at Pfi zer for-
ever, at least how we do sales training with 
products,” said Kern. “It would be like going 
back to horse and buggy versus the car.”
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