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WHITE PAPER 
MOVING SALES REPRESENTATIVES FROM RULES TO ETHICAL DECISION-MAKING:   

THREE COMPONENTS FOR CHANGE  
 
According to Michael (Mike) Peterson, Professor and Chair, Department of Behavioral Health and Nutrition, 
University of Delaware, compliance training must address three components to have a true impact on ethical 
decision-making: 
 
1. Cognitive:  considers what employees need to know to remain in compliance 
2. Emotional:   focuses on how employees feel about what they choose to do, or how they act  
3. Behavioral:  helps employees act on information in a compliant way 
 
Cognitive:  Teaching the ‘Why’ Behind Selling Materials  
Training companies do an excellent job explaining compliance fundamentals, including but not limited to 
marketing practices affected by the PhRMA Code, False Claims Act, Anti-Bribery Act, and Sunshine Act, to name 
a few.   
 
However, do sales representatives know that they can’t make superiority claims based on a sales aid that 
compares their product’s Mechanism of Action (MOA) with the competitor’s MOA?   
 
When representatives mention a product name in the same communication as its uses, are they providing the 
HCP with enough risk disclosure?  Do they understand that risk disclosure must be integrated and presented 
with similar prominence to effectiveness claims, and that they cannot separate risk from benefit information? 
 
Sales representatives may not be fully aware of the regulatory compliance requirements affecting the claims 
they can make utilizing the promotional materials they have been given.  Historically, the focus has been on 
presentation of claims and clinical data support with less focus on regulatory guidance supporting the required 
presentation of promotion. This cognitive gap can be easily addressed.   
 
“Compliant promotion is a competitive advantage for field forces because it helps build credibility and trust.  
Balancing the emphasis on the “why” and “what” in promotional claims training generates motivation to ensure 
sales calls are consistently aligned with approved promotion,” says Lisa Pilla, an industry consultant who has led 
sales and commercial organizations in Fortune 500 and independent biopharma companies.     
 
 Pilla explains that any change in the competitive environment, from new entrants to changes in the 
competitor’s labeling or formulary coverage/market access relative to the competition, can present challenges 
to the sales force. These milestones prompt discussion of competitors by HCPs during sales calls and are 
therefore critical timepoints to train on regulatory requirements and clarify what can and cannot be 
communicated and why.   
 
Additionally, training on regulatory requirements along with promotional claims in sales materials should occur 
when companies are embarking on new marketing initiatives, for example, DTC programs, or outreach to 
patient groups. 
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Emotional:  Engaging the Field Force with WIFM 
According to Peterson, the second component – emotional engagement - is the most important factor because 
it drives an individual’s motivation to change.  He provides this example:   representatives who still believe that 
Compliance is a watchdog or that the compliance department is suppressing sales may experience a negative 
emotional impediment which can affect their commitment to doing the right thing.    
 
Using a proprietary mindset assessment tool, Peterson can diagnose and dispute these cognitive distortions by 
reinforcing the WIFM or “what’s in it for me” to create a positive connection.    One solution:   integrate 
testimonials from commercial advocates who have experienced increased sales or uncovered new pathways for 
business growth from their compliant behavior into compliance training. 
 
Behavioral:  Goal setting and self-monitoring  
In some situations, acting ethically will require representatives to share information about side effects, which 
could lead a physician to prescribe another product for a patient.  That’s why it’s important to reinforce and 
reward non-monetary goals in compliance training, such as enhanced physician loyalty or building the 
company’s reputation. 
 
“Representatives can’t feel that they are in a lose-lose situation,” Peterson explains.  “If building stronger HCP 
relationships   isn’t a goal that’s rewarded, representatives will feel that there is no upside for losing the sale by 
telling the truth.”    
 
In addition to establishing achievable goals, Peterson recommends self-monitoring plans.  “These can be as 
simple as a list of emotional motivators and behaviors that remind the individual how to override making non-
compliant decisions.”  
 
Peterson underscores that there are many behavioral change models that need to be considered when creating 
a new social norm where representatives are not focused on selling a product, but rather on the benefits of 
selling the truth to help doctors improve patient health.   These models look at such factors as vicarious 
learning, an individual’s sense of “do-ability” and control over their own behavior, as well as how strong their 
intent is to reinforce the ethical behavior. 
 
He concludes: “Changing behavior is highly individual, which is why true ethical decision-making is a complex 
issue which requires multiple interventions.” 
 
CCC CAN HELP BY EXECUTING A GAP ANALYSIS 
To enhance training objective outcomes and drive increased ethical decision, CCC reviews current compliance 
audit findings and existing materials and processes. This analysis is filtered through diverse behavioral models.  
A gap analysis on tone, tools, techniques and methodologies drives recommendations which might include: 
collecting and sharing stories from commercial advocates who have experienced a positive impact on sales, 
uncovered new pathways for business growth or enhanced customer loyalty to Promoting functional value to 
change current perceptions of compliance professionals as a high value business partner 


