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A Workplace Revolution –  
The Digital Workplace in Life Sciences

The way life sciences organisations 
work and collaborate has changed 
drastically over the past decade or so. 
The new digital workplace is thriving 
and the industry is reaping the benefits 
that come from collaborative working. 
But what technology is underpinning 
this and what further potential does 
it have? AMPLEXOR’S Elvis Paćelat 
takes a look at the next stage of the 
workplace revolution.

For the last 19 years, AMPLEXOR 
has attracted some of the biggest 
names in life sciences to its annual 
conference. BE THE EXPERT 2017 
was no different. A stellar line-up 
of speakers gathered in Budapest in 
May, to talk life sciences and outline 
their vision for the future and how 
technology can play a role.  

Included in the presentations, and 
one of the key topics of conversation 
between delegates, was the concept 
of the new digital workplace. Such 
changing ways of working was 
the focus of the keynote speaker, 
Michael Woodbridge of global analyst 
firm Gartner. Michael‘s presentation 
focused on how the new digital 
workplace can help transform life 
sciences. 

Like a number of other regulated 
industries, life sciences has been 
slow to adapt to these new ways 
of working, but Michael discussed 
the potential of the new digital 
workplace for improving the way in 
which life sciences firms operate. 
But the question to ponder is what 
exactly is meant by the term ‘digital  
workplace’? 

The New Digital Workplace – What Is 
It and What does it Entail?
Definitions vary as to the exact 
nature of the new digital workplace, 
but Gartner’s is perhaps the most 
accepted take.1 It defines the digital 
workplace as a ‘business strategy 
to boost employee engagement and 
agility through a more consumerised 

Regulatory & Marketplace

work environment’. There are three 
underlying strands to this strategy:
Engaging Employees: The strategy 
must ensure employees are engaged 
in the creation of a new workplace 
environment. This includes a 
blend of IT and business staff that 
act as co-owners of technology 
strategy and execution. Additionally, 
programmes must prioritise user 
experience; employees are more 
demanding of technology due to 
their personal technology experiences 
which are more streamlined than 
their work equivalents. In order 
to engage employees with their 
workplace environment, organisations 
must provide or support similar 
consumerised experiences. 

Reimagining the Workplace and 
its Technology: Creating a vision, 
strategy and implementation plan 
that exploits emerging technology 
to make employees more effective. 
Ideally a digital workplace would 
include technology that is cohesive 
(in that it provides an integrated 
experience) and adaptive (in that it 
can adapt to change and support 
personalised ways of working). There 
isn’t one single piece of software 
that can be described as digital 
workplace, but typical catalysts for 
such a programme include intranet 
refresh programmes, cloud office 
migrations, and modernisation of 
content services capabilities. 

Changing Nature of Work: The 
strategy must be cognisant of 
the fact that work patterns are 
changing, influenced by many 
factors including globalisation, 
workforce retirement, increased 
outsourcing, crowdsourcing, and 
the establishment of the millennial 
generation in the workforce. A digital 
workplace programme should look 
for ways to reimagine not just 
the tools and environment they 
work with, but how the work is 
actually executed. Such a strategy 
can help digitally transform an  
organisation. 

The Digital Workplace in Life Sciences
So if the new digital workplace 
involves using new tools and 
technologies to foster a more 
open and collaborative culture, 
how embedded are these ways of 
working within life sciences? As a 
heavily regulated industry, there has 
certainly been a reluctance to adopt 
some of the underlying technologies 
that support the digital workplace, 
and for a number of organisations 
they are forced to remain in the 
technological dark ages because 
of legacy technologies in situ, and 
the perceived cost of changing the 
technological infrastructure.

System validation is, in fact, 
a hugely important factor. The 
validation process typically leads 
to reluctance to implement any 
system changes regularly. Such 
principles can take deep root across 
an organisation which can in turn 
restrict other areas of the business 
that might be able to move at a more 
agile pace. Life science companies 
also work with incredibly long life 
cycles. It can sometimes take years 
and years to bring a drug to market, 
working through research, trials and 
beyond. With long life cycles and 
somewhat restrictive regulatory and 
compliance challenges, making big 
change is difficult.

Even implementing relatively 
straightforward technologies, such 
as a cloud-based office suite, can be 
a challenge. The digital workplace is 
not about one particular technology 
or another, but cloud-based office 
is a highly typical starting point and 
Gartner research has estimated 
that by 2020, more than 60% of 
enterprises will have provisioned, 
in whole or in part, a cloud office 
platform.2 So for life sciences firms, 
the digital workplace is starting 
to become a real and tangible  
proposition.

It is also prudent to look beyond 
the technologies involved and focus 
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on employee engagement aspects 
of the new digital workplace. By 
gathering the right blend of people 
to work on a digital workplace vision 
and strategy, initiatives and new 
ways of working will soon become 
apparent. A typical catalyst project 
within life sciences is an organisation 
embarking on the modernisation of 
its electronic content management 
(ECM) capability. With enterprise 
content now coming in such a wide 
variety of file types, ECM is an ongoing 
challenge for life sciences firms. 
Although this is a different challenge 
to the new digital workplace, it is 
also an effective place to start.

What can be Achieved with the 
Digital Workplace? 
The life sciences industry has always 
been incredibly innovative with 
how it uses technology to support 
standard work practices. eCTD, for 
example, was an early adopter of 
structured information exchange. 
And there have always been pockets 
of excellence when it comes to 
innovation and delivering something 
transformative.  The innovation 
model has changed from external 
innovation to a more collaborative 
and ‘distributed' model, where many 
connections beyond the firewall are 
creating intellectual property, coming 
up with new ideas for drugs, therapies 
and more. There are almost 4000 
entities performing molecular R&D 
today, many of which are involved 
with large pharma partners.  

However, as an industry, life 
sciences has also become somewhat 
mired in restrictive practices, often 
applied across the organisation. A 
digital workplace strategy will help 
organisations challenge long-standing 
principles and implement an agile, 
innovative workplace where people 
want to go, whilst still maintaining the 
levels of governance and compliance 
required. This is becoming more 
essential as organisations and 
partner ecosystems become more 
diverse (particularly in research 
and new product development) 
and move beyond organisational  
boundaries. 
 
Digital R&D
One of the specific advances 
supported by the new digital 

workplace is digital R&D. R&D has, 
of course, always been a significant 
element within life sciences, but a 
recent Accenture report – Industry 
at a Crossroads: The Rise of Digital in 
the Outcome-Driven R&D Organisation 
– highlighted the fact that slow 
take-up of new digital technologies 
is hindering the progress of pharma 
in research and development 
(R&D) and improving patient  
outcomes.3

The report focused on an ongoing 
shift from a product-orientated 
outlook to a patient and health 
system outcome focus, and reported 
that digital solutions are contributing 
process improvement and additional 
value across the enterprise, including 
R&D. Accenture’s analysis revealed 
that those companies that have 
embraced digital technologies 
report stronger performance in 
R&D capabilities, improving trial 
design, collaboration with external 
organisations to better understand 
a patient’s medical journey and 
providing improved data to medical 
liaison professionals during drug 
studies.

Yet the survey of senior life 
sciences executives also showed 
that 42% of respondents are still 
‘exploring’ or ‘waiting and seeing’ 
how digital innovations might 
improve their organisation. Is this an 
example of the culture within some 

life sciences firms not matching up 
to the technology?

The Lab of the Future
Another exciting possibility within 
life sciences is how the lab of the 
future will develop. The lab is at 
the heart of much innovation within 
the sector and how it will look in 
10, 20 and 50 years’ time is a topic 
much loved in the industry. In 2016,  
real estate services firm CBRE 
addressed this with its Lab of the Future 
report, which placed collaboration 
firmly at the heart of future  
laboratories.4

Major advances in disciplines such 
as computer modelling, and data 
sharing and analysis, have meant that 
traditional lab work has taken more 
of a back seat and led to an increased 
focus on using big data to optimise 
and speed up the research process. 
This can allow researchers to more 
accurately predict which projects 
or lines of inquiry are most likely to 
lead to success, which in turn can 
help with a more efficient use of 
resources, enabling more substantial 
outputs. When this is factored in, 
alongside developments such as the 
increasing complexity of research 
projects, it is obvious that more 
collaboration is taking place, both 
inside and outside the lab. And this 
means that the lab of the future must 
reflect this increased collaboration, 
reflecting again how the new digital 
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workplace can shape events in life  
sciences. 

Such initiatives all need an 
effective, digitally dexterous, work- 
force and this is not possible without 
the execution of a strong and cohesive  
digital workplace strategy. And 
measurement is important too – 
organisations need some measure 
of how successful the new digital 
workplace investment can be, and 
capturing, interpreting and learning 
from metrics is a key component 
of a digital workplace programme. 
Only from measuring the effects 
of a holistic programme can the 
measures introduced be understood 
and refined. 

The actual metrics here can vary 
widely, but common examples at 
a general level include workforce 
effectiveness, employee agility, 
employee satisfaction, retention 
and other organization-specific 
goals. Within life science, several 
major firms have digital workplace 
initiatives that are intimately tied to 
R&D success. Connecting people, 
content and complex information 
across very difficult and dynamic 
functional domains (e.g. scientific, 
clinical, and regulatory) is the name 
of the game.

Many of the incredible advances 
and innovation within life sciences 

have come about despite, not 
because of, the working environment 
and culture in such organisations. Yet 
the adoption of digital workplace 
strategies can improve innovation, 
encourage collaboration and 
properly equip and prepare a 
workforce for modern working  
practices. 

Developing a more engaged and 
effective workforce, and equipping 
them with the tools that support 
and augment their decision-making 
whilst unburdening them from the 
routine, are far more likely to drive 
change and innovation that can be 
truly transformative.
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