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Introduction
In June 2021, i-Pharm Consulting was delighted to support our friends at The Effective
Statistician with their inaugural Leadership Summit – an event designed to encourage
and broaden discussion on the leadership skills required of statisticians working in
biopharmaceuticals.
The Effective Statistician Leadership Programme was set up by Alexander Schacht, until
recently Project Lead Statistician at UCB, and Gary Sullivan, a leadership specialist and
statistical scientist at Espirer Consulting. It helps statisticians in the health sector build
their leadership skills and enhance their business acumen, while raising the voice of
statisticians across the pharmaceutical industry.
At the Leadership Summit we heard from two leaders of large statistics organisations
within major pharmaceutical businesses: Justine Rochon, VP and Head of Global
Biostatistics and Data Sciences at Boehringer Ingelheim; and Pandurang Kulkarni, Chief
Analytics Officer – R&D and Vice President – Statistics, Data & Analytics at Eli Lilly. Both
spoke about their stories and perspectives on leadership skills, with some of the main
discussion points focused around:
What we mean by effective statistical leadership
How we can create the statisticians of the future
The importance of curiosity
Learning to exert influence
Building a culture for change
In this paper, we share some of the key outputs from the discussion at the Summit, which
we hope will help contribute to a broader conversation.
Should you wish to discuss any of these topics with us in more depth, please do not
hesitate to get in touch.

What we mean by effective statistical leadership
Justine Rochon began the discussion by posing the question, ‘Am I a scientist or am I a
shoe clerk?’, referring to a debate about the influence of statisticians that has run for at
least 50 years. She said that statistical leadership is defined, in the context of a
collaborative environment, as ‘the use of influence without authority to guide the design,
strategy and decisions of a multidisciplinary team’.
This places an emphasis on influencing without authority and raises questions about the
responsibilities of a statistician within a team. “What is my primary responsibilities in a
collaborative project?,” she said. “Am I primarily responsible for my discipline and for the
good statistical practice? What about the responsibility towards my team? Or the
collaborative group or the health care authority, my company, the general public and, in
the end, what is my responsibility towards the patient who receives the medication I
could produce or co-create?”
As a scientist in healthcare, a statistician has a broad and long-term responsibility, but as
a shoe clerk, the responsibility is narrow and limited. “In the end, it is our own decision
how far we want to go and what happens to us in the long run,” said Rochon.
The need to improve the critical leadership skills of statisticians, so that they can make a
bigger contribution to the projects they are engaged on, is something that has been a
priority for the European Federation of Statisticians in the Pharmaceutical Industry for at
least a decade.

To be impactful as a statistician, it is
necessary to combine different skills.
So, what does effective statistical leadership look like in practice? Rochon said: “To be
impactful as a statistician, it is necessary to combine different skills. As well as having
strong technical skills, we need so-called soft skills, which are not soft at all, and we need
big picture thinking.”

While the technical skills to address data science, innovative study design, causal
inference, real-world evidence, missing data, machine learning, artificial intelligence, data
visualisation, programming, clinical development and portfolio management are all basic
fundamentals, statistical leaders need more.

There is a mindset that has to be all about
open-mindedness, curiosity and agility.
“When you talk about soft skills, then the most prominent is the ability to lead teams, but
there are also skills like networking, collaboration, communication, presentation skills, and
then storytelling, listening, influencing and negotiating,” said Rochon. “Then there is a
mindset, and that has to be all about open-mindedness, curiosity and agility.”
She talked about a ‘today situation’, where statisticians are perceived as number
crunchers or even naysayers, lost in the details and providing comments but not
recommendations, with technical skills but low visibility.

Now imagine the 'tomorrow situation where we are
perceived as the stewards of sound thinking.
“Now imagine the ‘tomorrow situation’,” said Rochon. “We are perceived as the stewards
of sound thinking. There is no project without us. We are the storytellers with data and
we drive – or at least guide and facilitate – really big decisions by providing clear
recommendations. We are proactive. We do not wait for people to come to us and ask
questions. We know what we should do. We always have the big picture in mind and we
are highly visible in our organisations because people just love working with us.”
The question is how we can develop in this direction.

How we can create the statisticians of the future
Rochon identified three main pillars that she felt were vital to developing this ‘tomorrow
situation’, with statisticians in genuine leadership roles. She says those working in
biostatistics should build and enhance their technical skills; expand their knowledge in
biomedical areas so that they can speak beyond statistics; and, last but not least, build
critical leadership capabilities.
That means proper communication skills, collaboration skills, and also skills like empathy,
Rochon said. “We really need to work on listening to understand, and skills like
entrepreneurship and agility,” she said. “My recommendation is always to start with
tomorrow. Do not try to just fix issues or reduce pain points. Start with the dream of
unlocking your creativity and the creativity of your team, ask open questions, imagine the
solutions and focus on that without criticism or restriction.”
She recommended what she called Disney’s Creative Approach, which involves three
phases: first, start with the role of the Dreamer and dream up your ideas. Then switch to
the role of Realist and do a reality check. Then, invite critical thinking and constructive
conflict, in order to come up with a clear idea and a commitment to action.
Rochon explained that she adopted such an approach when she took over her current
role two years ago, setting a clear vision to unleash the power of data to transform
patient-focused innovations into life-changing treatments. She established a
transformation team and focused on the future state for her team of statisticians,
introducing a new operating model with new functions and a structure to follow the new
strategy.

Let's make it happen. Show up as a leader, stay
curious, be courageous and enjoy what you do.
“If we follow a dream and are able to convince people, we can unleash the power of
people and the power of data,” she said. “Let’s make it happen. Show up as a leader,
stay curious, be courageous and enjoy what you do.”

Learning to exert influence
Our second speaker, Pandurang Kulkarni, expanded on the theme of curiosity and talked
about how being curious can have a huge impact, facilitating the ability to exert
influence. He talked about his own professional curiosity and the efforts he makes to
learn about his surroundings, sharing a story from a decade ago when an acquisition
opportunity was brought to the business he was working in.
“We had an asset that we wanted to acquire, statistics had little involvement, and
everyone had already made their mind up because there was some phenomenal data
about that particular molecule,” he said. “Everyone said this is fantastic, we need to buy it;
it was going to cost about $2bn.”
He was asked to look at it late in the day and with little time but insisted on taking the
weekend even though the plan was to make a bid on Monday. He demanded all the data:
“They gave it to me and I took a couple of my associates and we went to town with
everything we’d been given. Then Monday came and we went to the meeting with an
evaluation of don’t buy. They already had the contract written and they were already
bought into it. And they were so mad at us.”

Being curious culminates in you doing things
that are highly influential.
Kulkarni told them not to get mad, just to look at the data. He explained why he thought
they should not go forward and, after presenting to the CEO over the following days, the
business decided to follow his recommendation. Sure enough, a year later, studies came
out and the target company failed in exactly the way they had said it would.
Kulkarni said: “I share this example because if I had not been curious, if I had not learnt
about the disease and taken the time to look at the disease and really understand it, I
would not have had the guts to come and tell the truth.”

He added: “Being curious culminates in you doing things that are highly influential and
sometimes make people mad. But you have to have enough back-up from your
professional know-how that you can stand up and say what you have done and declare
that you stand by it.”

Effective leadership is about figuring out
how to make people understand and
become curious about your work.
That, he said, is the key to statistical leadership and influencing others. He argued that
you need to know how to convince the naysayers: “You have to figure out how to make
people understand and become curious about your work so that they can understand
and become your supporters in meetings. That is what leadership is all about.”

Knowing your audience is extremely important,
as is using those people who appreciate
you to help convince others.
He said the key to being persuasive is understanding the audience: “Many times we
become very singularly focused on our ideas and our thought processes. We tell people
what we know. But who cares? It is about telling them what they want to know in a way
that they understand so that it resonates and they can buy-in. Knowing your audience is
extremely important, as is using those people who appreciate you to help you convince
others.”

Building a culture for change
After sharing the story of how he went against the majority to advise against a deal,
Kulkarni was asked whether he always had the support of his superiors, leading to a
discussion about creating a culture that encourages statistical leadership.
“I go to my supervisor to learn skills but not to save me in these kinds of situations,” he
said. “Of course, my supervisors are supportive, but I feel I can do what I did because I’m
not doing anything wrong. If the business wants to take my advice, they can. If not, they
don’t have to take my recommendation.”
He added: “If by doing the right thing, my career is getting limited, then I’m in the wrong
place. I don’t want to be in that place.”
Rochon also shared her belief that building the right culture was critical to this: “I can tell
you that my personal commitment is to create an environment where all voices are
valued. I am not a fan of too-fast consensus, or what I sometimes call ‘mediocre
consensus by authority’. I want a place that is open to people’s perspectives and the first
step to that is that I never speak first in a meeting, I speak less and last.”

Be the fighter that fights the fight. Fight
for the right culture and drive change.
KuKulkarni argued it is up to everyone working in statistics to play a part in driving
cultural change: “Don’t get discouraged by one or two situations,” he said. “Be the fighter
that fights the fight. Fight for the right culture – you don’t have to be the leader of your
organisation to drive a change in the culture.”

Kulkarni goes out of his way to bring all his team members into discussions, even if they
are reluctant to speak, he said. “We are developing a culture of asking questions and
speaking up, hearing each other’s thoughts. If someone doesn’t say anything, I call on
them. If they are too quiet, they know that will happen. They are all smart, they are all
well-trained; they just need an environment that draws them out.”
He encouraged statisticians to push for a better approach, telling them to bring
proposals, get involved, and talk to more people to raise their profile, build their
knowledge and win a better seat at the table.

Invest in your leadership skills - learn
what good leadership looks like.
And he concluded by advising those seeking to enhance their leadership skills to find a
good mentor within their organisation, not only to challenge them, but to help them
learn: “Invest in your leadership skills,” he said, “to learn what good leadership looks like,
and see what bad leadership looks like.”
Only then can effective statistical leaders start to drive change in their organisations.
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