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Genuinely high performing 
teams are a rarity in any 
industry sector, and pharma 

is no exception. Teams and team 
performance are a vital component 
in the success of any pharmaceutical 
company, whether it be in the area 
of sales, key account management 
(KAM), marketing, market access or 
product development, to name but a 
few.

� e very nature of pharmaceuticals 
means that there is signi� cant 
experience within the industry of 
establishing and managing sales teams. 
However, performance levels can vary 
dramatically from team to team and 
company to company. And, given the 
importance of team performance to 
organisations in the sector, it is crucial 
that senior executives fully understand 
the dynamics of high performing 
teams and how to execute e� ective 
management techniques to achieve the 
desired team outcomes.

A useful way for executives to help 
increase this understanding is to 
consider the most successful team they 
have been a part of, or to identify a 
team that they admire from an area 

of interest such as sport, the arts or 
community a� airs. For me, I often 
draw on my own experiences at Bath 
Rugby club which I was fortunate 
enough to be a part of in the 1980s 
and 90s. 

Established in 1865, Bath is one of 
the oldest club sides in the country, yet 
for most of that time its achievements 
on the � eld could only be described 
as mediocre and winning little in 
the way of signi� cant silverware. 
Yet in the space of a few short years, 
Bath was transformed in to the most 
successful club in England, and could 
also reasonably be described as the 

best club side in the world. It won 
numerous cups, league titles and 
culminated in becoming the � rst 
English club to win the European Cup 
in 1997. 

� e turnover 
So, what actually happened to cause 
this dramatic change in performance 
and achievement at Bath? � ere are 
a number of key ingredients that I 
believe drove this change and, also 
equally as important, how these 
ingredients were superbly executed in 
order to create extra ‘magic’ in every 
aspect of team performance. Indeed, it 

is often in the execution process that 
many teams fail.

In retrospect it is not surprising 
that the catalyst for improvement in 
performance at Bath was the arrival of 
a new leader. Jack Rowell came with 
an impressive record of managing 
successful teams both in sport and 
industry. He understood the role 
of leadership in improving team 
performance and quickly set about 
building a team of players and coaches 
to drive that performance. 

Clearly when Jack arrived at the 
club the team was not performing at 
the required level. One of the main 
factors was that most of the players 
were simply not performing to the 
levels required to support the goal of 
becoming the best side in England. In 
order to rectify this, Jack established 
key processes that would need to be 
executed better than any other team.

 
� e six notions
� e key six ingredients were:

LEADERSHIP – leadership 
qualities had to exist throughout the 
organisation and assessing leadership 

characteristics was to be an important 
part in determining a player’s 
suitability to play for the club.

GOAL/VISION – building 
performance was a journey requiring a 
goal which the whole team could buy 
into. Given the performance levels of 
the club at the time, to become the 
greatest club team in England was a 
lofty goal, but it served as a barometer 
and guide to progress. 

RECRUITMENT – the club had 
to identify, attract and retain the 
best players. � ere were a number of 
drivers that enabled this to happen, 
including:

• An extensive scouting network
• A focus on talent and 

leadership potential in the 
recruitment process; and

• Creating a superb playing 
environment.

� is permeated all areas of the club, 
including goal setting, the club’s 
culture and the social environment.

PLAYER DEVELOPMENT – the 
club had to train, coach and mentor 
players to improve both team and 
personal performance. Bath was the 
� rst club to employ specialist coaches 
for di� erent aspects of performance 
such as kicking and � tness. Winter 
training programmes in the Canary 
Islands enabled the team to train 
much more e� ectively in the depths of 
winter – no other club at this time was 
even contemplating these ideas.

PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT 
– performance really mattered and the 
team management had no hesitation 
in replacing the players who simply 
could not, or were not willing to, reach 
the performance levels required in this 
new environment.

ENVIRONMENT – the players felt 

energised, challenged and supported 
– very few players left the club out 
of choice. � ere was simply nowhere 
better to go.

Bath managed to execute these 
ingredients better than the thousands 
of other clubs that existed at the time. 
� e club today is relatively successful 
but is no longer pre-eminent. It 
appears that other clubs simply 
overtook it in the execution of some 
of the factors mentioned above. In 
my experience the execution of the 
key ingredients is always critical in 
the determination of success in high 
performing teams.

Failed conversions 
Many managers will acknowledge that 
these six ingredients are important, 
but they may still not be getting their 
teams to perform at the required level. 
� e key reason for this is that they fail 
to understand that each ingredient 
must be executed at a world class level 
and signi� cantly better than their 
competitors. 

Some of the common reasons for 
failure are as follows:

• � e appointment of managers 
to lead teams with little or 
no leadership qualities. � e 
role of a leader is relatively 
straightforward: to create 
the vision or goal, challenge 
the performers to deliver the 
required performance and 
ensure they have all the support 
required. Finding a leader that 
can execute this straightforward 
process can be di�  cult

• � e failure to identify a goal 
that all team members can buy 
into

• Poor recruitment processes 
with an outdated focus on 
numerous competencies rather 
than searching for the talent 
to ful� l the role. Traditional 

competency-based recruitment 
is sometimes hampered by a 
lack of upfront investment 
in fully understanding the 
key drivers of success and the 
talents required for the role

• A poor working environment 
with an inability to keep 
hold of top performers. High 
performing team members 
need to be provided with the 
tools, environment, support, 
communication and incentives 
to drive performance

• Inferior performers are allowed 
to survive for far too long. � e 
presence of poor performers 
in teams acts as a cancer and 
spreads discontent amongst 
the better performers. High 
performing teams simply do 
not allow poor performance 
to exist

First or second team? 
A simple diagnostic tool can be used 
to identify the reasons for under 
performance in teams. For example, 
Figure 1 is an extract from an analysis 
of four di� erent sporting teams all of 
which are currently competing against 
each other

Team one is clearly high performing 
given that all the ingredients are 
strongly implemented. 

Team two is let down by the 
inability of management to adequately 
performance manage. In this case, 
the recruitment process is strong, but 
given no recruitment process is perfect, 
a small number of underperforming 
individuals need to be replaced. If this 
is not done, the environment su� ers as 
strong performers have to co-exist with 
the underperformers.

Team three has a similar pro� le, but 
has weak recruitment processes. 

Team four is unable to compete at 
all with the other teams and, in fact, 
has goals that are not as ambitious as 
the other three teams. � is type of 
pro� le is often the case where a team 
has a lower budget than others – even 
though the four teams above compete 
in a sport where there is a salary cap.

It therefore follows that unless all 
the ingredients are rated as strong, 
then the leadership itself has to be 
assessed as weak. Strong leadership 
only exists if all key ingredients are 
strongly implemented. 

� e � nal push
In conclusion, the six factors I have 

described in my experiences with 
Bath Rugby Club are by no means 
the only ingredients of achieving high 
performance. However, they were 
the ones most relevant to the club at 
that time. Whatever the components 
of an organisation’s drive to improve 
outcomes it remains an unfortunate 
fact that high performance continues 
to be a rarity as team leaders fail to 
execute ALL of the key processes ALL 
of the time.

In the next article, the key factors 
in driving high performance within 
pharma will be explored along with 
the special considerations required for 
building di� erent types of teams, such 
as those involved with primary care, 
KAM and market access.

Quick Read
• Team performance 

vital component in 
pharma

• Senior executives must 
grasp the dynamics 
of successful teams 
and how to implement 
effective management 
techniques to achieve 
desired results

• ‘Key ingredients’ 
must all be established 
and executed to the 
highest standards

• High performance 
and unrivalled results 
driven from managers 
expecting key processes 
of success ALL of the 
time. 

Given the importance of team performance 
to organisations in the sector, it is crucial that 
senior executives fully understand the dynamics 
of high performing teams and how to execute 
e� ective management techniques to achieve the 
desired team outcomes.

During his career, Tony Swift 
played for Fylde, Swansea and 
Bath Rugby clubs and represented 
England and Barbarians. He is 
now the Managing Director of 
Apodi, the specialist outsourcing 
organisation.

Ingredient Team one Team two Team three Team four

Leadership Strong Weak Weak Weak
Goal Strong Strong Strong Weak
Recruitment Strong Strong Weak Weak
Development Strong Strong Strong Strong
Management Strong Weak Weak Weak
Environment Strong Weak Weak Weak
High Performance Yes No No No

Figure 1� e grand slam – 
how to hit your goals

Former England rugby player Tony Swift recounts his experiences as part of the successful 
Bath Rugby team that went from a century of mediocrity to become arguably the best 
rugby club team in the world. Here he explains the key factors in this transition and gives 
some clues to building equally successful teams in pharma.


