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ABSTRACT  

New hires entering the pharmaceutical industry possess the technical skills required to excel, but if 
industry-specific concepts and workflows are not adequately introduced during onboarding, the learning 
curve may remain steep. This results in new hires struggling to unlock their full potential and experiencing 
hardship in deriving meaning from their work. To reduce growing pains for both mentors and new hires, 
teams can adopt an informal training handbook that pays special attention to their team’s unique 
processes. This handbook does not replace official resources; instead, it complements them, using 
simplified language and presentation specifically tailored for programmers transitioning into their role for 
the first time.  

To facilitate effective onboarding, the handbook should be aligned with 3 key principles: centralization, 
relevance, and foundational knowledge. This paper delves into the importance of these best practices 
and showcases examples from a SharePoint site designed for new hires in the Early-Stage Oncology 
Analysis & Reporting statistical programming team we belong to.  

Developing accessible new-hire training materials is a rewarding endeavor for the entire team. When 
hiring junior employees, managers can be confident that this tool will effectively prepare them for their 
roles. For junior staff, this resource reduces confusion and provides clear direction, fostering 
empowerment and lowering turnover rates. Ultimately, both senior and junior programmers experience 
improved performance and productivity, as less time will be spent on training. Not only does it smoothly 
orient new hires, but it also serves as an ongoing valuable reference even as they grow more 
accustomed to their role.  

INTRODUCTION  

New employees, particularly those venturing into the field of statistical programming for the first time, are 
stepping into a realm resembling a foreign country with its own distinct language. These languages 
include not just SAS and R, but also industry-specific terminology, encompassing concepts like ADaM, 
TLFs, specifications, and deliverables. Those with prior experience in similar roles at different 
organizations may find it easier to acclimate, as they have encountered related “dialects” in their previous 
workplaces. In contrast, entirely new hires must learn to navigate this foreign landscape from the ground 
up, often lacking any familiarity with its intricate vocabulary.   

It is thus crucial to think from the perspective of a brand new hire when developing training materials. 
While concepts like "database lock" may seem self-explanatory to the experienced programmer, it is 
important to first provide definitions and purpose before jumping ahead to details and instructions. A “no 
assumptions” mindset should guide this process.   

Many departments offer an extensive collection of resources which contain content generalizable to the 
entire department. When first starting out, new hires may find it challenging to navigate these materials 
and identify which resources and sections within lengthy documents are pertinent to their team and their 
roles. Furthermore, different teams within the department may operate with varying timelines, formats, 
and procedures. As such, it is essential for each team to share clear documentation of their group’s own 
unique workflows with their members. Thus it is helpful to provide a deliverable roadmap that is specific to 
your team and role. This roadmap outlines each deliverable step/task along with a (1) simple definition, 
(2) simple instructions on how your team does it, and (3) hyperlink to official company resources that have 
in-depth, additional information.  

The primary questions that we want new hires to be able to answer are: (1) What should I do? (2) Why do 
we do it? (3) How to do it? By adhering to the guiding principles of centralization, relevance, and 
foundational knowledge, you can craft training materials that effectively address these questions. 
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CENTRALIZATION 

It is essential to have a centralized hub containing all relevant information for new hires, ensuring 
convenient, time-saving access to reference materials. Without a centralized spot for your team’s new 
hire resources, it is possible that important material could be overlooked without the new hires even 
realizing it. This centralized hub can provide links to supplementary resources, but new hires can be rest 
assured that they will be able to find what they need in this one spot.  

One way to think about centralized new hire training material is that it can serve as a resource for 
Frequently Asked Questions, where new hires can reference clearly documented information on 
processes they will inevitably require assistance with as they are learning. Juxtapose this with a system 
lacking clear documentation: each individual new hire will have to approach their mentor each time they 
have a procedural question like “how do I perform a data extraction?” or a conceptual question like “why 
is it important to have both a development and production environment?” The mentor must then invest 
time to explain each procedure and depend on the new hire to either retain the information or record it in 
their personal notes. This reliance can result in disorganization and uneven learning experiences among 
employees.  

One effective platform to centralize all your information is SharePoint, which offers flexibility and 
organization for presenting information through pages and subpages. 

 

Figure 1 Landing page of New Hire Training Site 
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RELEVANCE 

New programmers may feel inundated when they receive information from various sources, such as 
monthly staff meetings, lengthy protocols, mandatory compliance trainings, and guest seminars. The new 
hire is exposed to much of this information before they even have a chance to grasp the basics of 
concepts that are at the crux of their daily work. While all this information is helpful to be aware of in due 
time, it is not essential for them to know until they have first established their foundational knowledge. 
Without clear guidance to direct their attention to critical concepts first, new programmers may 
unintentionally expend their energy and efforts on areas that are not directly relevant to their daily work.     

Numerous companies maintain a page that links SOPs by department. SOPs are crucial since they 
ensure compliance and standardization of work across the organization. However, a library of SOPs is 
not a substitute for training material. A more effective approach for onboarding a new programmer is to 
develop a roadmap that sequentially outlines the most common steps in their role's deliverables. Within 
each step, this roadmap should (1) provide a simple description of the step and (2) hyperlink the 
applicable SOPs that provide relevant information and instructions. 

This team-specific deliverable roadmap is beneficial for the new employee as it helps them gain an early 
understanding of their responsibilities, orient themselves in which step of the process they are in, and 
determine the areas where they should concentrate their efforts in learning. Furthermore, the combination 
of a high-level description paired with low-level SOPs ensures that they grasp fundamental concepts 
while also adhering to the standards.  

In some cases, specific deliverable steps may not have dedicated SOPs due to the team's unique 
approach, or the instructions may be scattered across multiple lengthy documents. It is helpful to extract 
and consolidate the most relevant information from these disparate sources into a single, concise outline 
of the instructions for completing the task. This type of documentation offers the new hire a 
straightforward, accessible reference instead of sending them on a scavenger hunt for something they 
may not even recognize. 

 

Figure 2 Roadmap tailored to Merck's Early-Stage Oncology A&R SP deliverable work 
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Further examples of "relevance" as a guiding principle include instructing new hires on how to read SOPs, 
emphasizing the sections pertinent to their specific roles, and highlighting the most critical aspects of the 
protocol for statistical programmers. “Relevance” is essential for productive learning. 

 

FOUNDATIONAL KNOWLEDGE 

Experienced statistical programmers are as familiar with deliverable tasks as a master pastry chef is with 
their own apple pie recipe. Imagine you are teaching someone to bake an apple pie, but your student has 
never seen or tasted one before. You, the instructor, may jump directly into the detail of each recipe step, 
intricately explaining crust crimps and spice ratios. After all, you have been making and eating pies for 
years, so you cannot imagine not knowing the basics inside and out. By the end of the session, the 
student may follow the recipe steps perfectly, but without understanding how each ingredient affects the 
overall flavor and texture of the pie. Likewise, new employees need to understand the rationale behind 
their tasks, not just the steps to follow. Knowing the “why” and greater goal behind tasks helps employees 
not only remember procedural steps, but also helps them feel more engaged and connected with their 
work.  

Here are three examples of how foundational knowledge can be implemented in new hire training 
material.  

EXAMPLE #1: PLAIN AND SIMPLE 

Figure 3 is from an introductory page to Deliverables/Studies. Terminology and formatting are introduced 
simply and clearly. Included is a table that explains some of the most common deliverable types. This is 
important to distinguish early on, so new hires know what different deliverables entail, rather than 
perceiving them as random acronyms.  

 

Figure 3 Keep language simple; define the acronyms 

 

EXAMPLE #2: BLEND CONTEXT AND PRACTICALITY 

Figure 4 is from a page dedicated to safety outputs, a main task for statistical programmers to work on.  

It includes a brief explanation of what safety analysis is, its necessity, and some key components. The 
table displays common safety tables that programmers in the Oncology Early-Stage Development SP 
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team will encounter, which macro is used to generate it, the ADaM inputs, and a description.  

While a deep understanding of the medical background for each output is not required for this 
programmer role, having some contextual knowledge can enhance one’s intuition when verifying the 
accuracy of the outputs. Grasping the content of the outputs can also help add interest and meaning to 
one’s perception of their work. 

In addition, the table can be highly beneficial for practical tasks in deliverable work. For example, when 
one updates ADAE, this table may be referenced to determine which outputs involve ADAE and therefore 
need to be rerun. This is especially useful when a programmer is still getting accustomed to the 
relationships between various ADaM datasets and their corresponding outputs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Background knowledge paves the way for meaning 
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EXAMPLE #3: WHEN IN DOUBT, ANSWER THE 3 PRIMARY QUESTIONS 

This next section follows 3 simple steps to introduce validation programming. Each step answers one of 
our primary questions.  

(1) Provide a straightforward, concise definition  

(2) Explain why it is necessary  

(3) Provide hands-on details and instructions  

 

Figure 5 Answer the 3 main questions in concise language 

METHODS 

It is recommended to involve both senior and junior programmers in developing the handbook. The junior 
programmer will be able to identify pain points, and the senior programmer will know how to provide 
additional explanations. Over time, this material can be continually refined, as more new hires use it and 
give feedback on what would be helpful to include, exclude, and modify the presentation of.  

The SharePoint site we created for our group was an effort of compiling all the notes I took within my first 
year on the job and organizing them in a presentable way. I had many questions, and the answers were 
not readily available in the training material offered at the time. Luckily, my mentor had many of the 
answers, and I recorded them in my notes, phrasing things in a way that made sense to me as a new 
programmer. I view this project as “creating the training material I wish I had when I first joined.”  

As mentioned in the SharePoint’s landing page (Figure 1), please note that the website content 
intentionally uses simplified and accessible language for knowledge-sharing purposes only and should 
not be considered standard operating procedures or official documentation, as it may not cover all details 
or the most current technical information. Always follow your own company's SOP, as it will vary from the 
examples shown in this paper. 

It is also important to remember that this training material does not replace company-mandatory trainings 
and administrative onboarding. In addition, new hires in due time become experienced hires who are 
ready to gain more and more cross-functional knowledge. For this purpose, it is encouraged to include a 
“further learning” section that points to other more in-depth resources on topics that are helpful for future 
learning, but not directly related to the employee’s immediate everyday tasks. 
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CONCLUSION 

Creating accessible and well-designed training materials for new hires yields substantial benefits. By 
prioritizing centralization, new employees will feel assured that they will not overlook essential resources. 
Streamlining information to focus on relevant concepts promotes more efficient and targeted learning. 
Focusing on foundational knowledge helps establish core concepts early, allowing new hires to recognize 
the significance of their work. A clearly defined pathway empowers them to work independently, reducing 
the number of questions posed to mentors and enabling those mentors to concentrate on their own 
projects. Ultimately, this comprehensive resource is invaluable for the entire team. 
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