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T he fi rst quarter of 2020 has been testing; 
the COVID-19 pandemic is rattling the 
world, transforming how we operate and 
how we relate to one another. More than any 

other time in recent memory, all eyes are on the pharmaceutical 
industry. As the public seeks guidance through these unprecedented 
challenges, pharma is reminded of its telos. We have been inspired by the industry’s resilience, 
as they step up to the plate to combat this crisis and generate solutions. As is always the case 
in times like these, small acts of kindness and human connections, albeit from a distance, have 
prevailed.

In this issue, our feature article celebrates the importance of human connections in marketing. 
Innovation is plentiful, with exciting advancements occurring in the digital realm, but we must 
not forget the tried and tested traditional methods that the industry was founded on. In this 
new decade of pharmaceutical marketing, we must fi nd a way of marrying the inimitable human 
touch with the new era of  digital.  

Sticking with the spirit of coming together in community and collaboration across the world, 
our infographic in this issue looks at game-changing projects undertaken by pharmaceutical 
companies in the developing world to improve access to medicine, focussing on Africa. This 
infographic is the very fi rst in our Developing World Series, where we will be celebrating 
initiatives across the globe that seek to improve access to medicine for those that need it most. 

Following in this global, big-picture theme, it is fi tting that our catalyst interviewee for this 
issue is Iskra Reic, Executive Vice President, Europe and Canada, AstraZeneca. Iskra shares her 
approach to cross-cultural leadership and emphasises the importance of having a global mindset. 

As we navigate our way through these global challenges together, it is absolutely vital that we 
employ both traditional and digital solutions so that we can continue to apply much-needed 
human connections to everything we do and, ultimately, best serve our patients, wherever they 
may be in the world. 
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SPOTLIGHT 

28
FEBRUARY

Merck KGaA enter into a 
partnership with the German 
technology company  AMCM, 

who have developed 3D printed 
tablets, which Merck would 

like to test for use in digitised 
clinical trials of the future. 

MARCH 
 26

Takeda enters a rare disease 
collaboration with   exosome 

therapeutics company,  
Evox, pledging $882 million 
of funding as a part of the 

deal. 

02
MARCH

Gilead announces its 
acquisition of Forty-Seven, 
Inc. for $4.9 billion, a move 
to strength their immuno-
oncology R&D portfolio. 

MARCH
16

The fi rst human clinical trial 
for a COVID-19 vaccine takes 
 place: Moderna’s mRNA-1273, 
which uses a genetic form of 

the virus’ genome. 

MARCH
19

 Eli Lilly, Johnson and Johnson, 
Roche, Sanofi , and Takeda all state 

the industry’s commitment to 
combatting COVID-19, promising 

aff ordable therapies and global access 
once available.

MARCH
13

AstraZeneca appoints their 
Senior Vice President of Global 
Respiratory and Immunology, 
Tom Keith-Roach, to head  the 

UK branch  as President. 

MARCH

APRIL

18

07

NICE appoints their Deputy 
Chief Executive, Gillian Leng, 

as the new Chief Executive, 
succeeding  their long-standing 

CEO, Sir Andrew Dillion. 

 GSK buys a $250 million stake 
in Vir Biotechnology in order 
to accelerate the work of their 
platform, which is being used 

to identify antibody candidates 
for a COVID-19 vaccine.

MARCH
03

Thermo Fisher expands  its 
diagnostic  capabilities with a  

$11.5 billion takeover of Qiagen, 
a diagnostics test manufacturer  

who are currently developing 
testing kits for COVID-19. 

MARCH 
17

AbbVie strikes a deal with the US 
Federal Trade Commission (FTC) to 

move ahead with its $63 billion 
 pending acquisition of Allergan, 
potentially rendering AbbVie the 
fourth-largest global drug maker.

26
FEBRUARY

 Gilead Sciences launches 
clinical trial studies into their 
Investigational Antiviral Ebola 

Drug, Remdesivir, for the 
treatment of COVID-19. 

In this issue of GOLD, we’re taking a look at the top news stories that have 

emerged during the past  few months, which we believe are having the most 

profound impact on the pharmaceutical industry. As can be seen below, 

the COVID-19 pandemic is front and centre, but notable collaborations, 

acquisitions, and appointments are still taking place behind the scenes.  

11
FEBRUARY

 The World Health 
Organi zation (WHO) 

names the new strain of the 
coronavirus, COVID-19.
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A good leader wears many hats: they must 
be strategists, decision-makers, and 
communicators, with the ability to seamlessly 
interchange modes in a blink. For a long 

time, these hats have swapped and switched with equal 
regularity, but now, due to the explosion of social media, 
there is a greater demand for communication to remain 
in place.      

The Ancient Greek playwright Euripedes once said, “It’s 
a clever man who can condense down many words into 
a brief space. And do it well.” In spite of his conspicuous 
sexism, Euripedes unknowingly described the purpose 
of social media: to communicate larger ideas in easily-
digestible chunks. 

Often though, the pharmaceutical industry views social 
media as something more complicated, like a virtual 
amphitheatre of the modern day: a place of unleashed 
opinions. The mingling of allies and enemies, friction, 
and community; all congealing together in a real-time 
stream of consciousness. Whilst this is in many ways 
accurate, it does not mean that industry leaders can cite 
compliance and remain spectators. Rather, they must 
exude the gladiator spirit and charge in, with a clear 
plan and objective in mind. 

 “Good social media comes from three tiers: strategy, 
training, and technology,” says James Saward-Anderson, 
Co-Founder, Social Tree Global. “You need to have a 
plan and clearly-defined measures of what success is. 
You need to train your leader to use social media, then 
use technology to ringfence human error (which always 
exists): providing intelligence and enhancing content.”

Given this triple tick box system, Saward-Anderson 
recommends that a first foray should be taken within 
the familiarity of LinkedIn: “LinkedIn is a great 
platform on which to start. This is because LinkedIn has 
fewer trolls, a high net worth per user database, and a 
business focus.”

Whilst protected from the full roast of mainstream 
social media, making a launch onto LinkedIn will still 
open a healthy floodgate of perspective and opinion 
from those within your organisation. “From an internal 
perspective, it has allowed me to keep in contact with 
employees: creating an open dialogue between us where 
I can get instant feedback,” says Susanne Schaffert, PhD, 
President Novartis Oncology. 

This will be a new experience but it positions the leader 
as open and engaged with their workforce, which can 

Pharmaceutical companies have embraced the 
corporate social media account, but many lack the 
personal touch of a profile run by their leader. The 
opportunity to connect with employees and patients 
alike is unbounded; the time to log on is now. 

benefit everything from company morale to recruitment: 
“Glassdoor has an equal weighting on company culture and 
its approval of the CEO. The damage of hiding away from 
social is fast-becoming greater than the risk associated 
with being on it,” says Saward-Anderson. 

In order to exert impact beyond the business world, leaders 
must stride from the safety of this network, to leverage the 
platforms favoured by patients and their families, who are 
already engaging in conversations about the industry. 

Research by Worldcom Healthcare has shown that 58% of 
online conversations about pharma are taking place on 
Twitter, with the sentiment of the language used pegged 
at 87% neutral, 11% negative, and only 2% positive. “It’s 
no secret that pharma has experienced its fair share of 
reputational challenges. The only way we can overcome 
these challenges is by being transparent and talking more 
openly about what we do,” says Kris Sterkens, Company 
Group Chairman (EMEA) and Managing Director, Janssen. 
If more pharma leaders found their voice on these 
platforms, there would be an opportunity to disrupt this 
balance in the long term. 

Beyond speaking transparently about company affairs, 
leaders like Sterkens and Schaffert use their channels to 
celebrate breakthroughs, share personal passions, and raise 
awareness of disease areas in which their companies are 
involved. “What better way for industry leaders to connect 
with the people they serve than by building community 
through social media?” says Patty Ryan, Vice President, 
Paid Social Media, Publicis Health Media.

“The journey of drug discovery, to the point where it 
reaches the patient, is long,” says Schaffert. “As a pharma 
leader, I can bring hope to others through sharing 
breakthroughs and progress on innovations on social 
media.”

“Becoming active on social media has been a great 
experience for me personally,” echoes Sterkens. “It’s 
brilliant to be able to discuss so many different topics 
in real time, and gain a deeper understanding of the 
initiatives and challenges we should be prioritising.” 

Whilst hesitation is understandable, there is a myriad 
of untapped opportunities for leaders not yet on social 
media, with a stream of potential benefits available for 
both company reputation and for the global community 
of patients. It does not have to be a bloodied battle; rather 
it is as a new arena to conquer. All that is needed is a clear 
message and intention, plus a genuine urge to throw your 
hat into the ring. 

Source: Social Tree Global, 2019

of pharma CEOs have 
their own LinkedIn profile, 

only 53% are actively 
posting on it

of pharma CEO’s have a 
personal Twitter account 

Whilst

Only

Source: Hootsuite, 2020

of employees believe 
it’s critically important 

for their CEO to 
speak up on industry 

issues, political events, 
national crises, and 

employee-driven issues

of millennials believe 
business leaders 
make a positive 

impact on the world

Only

89%

71%

16%

37%

What better way for 
industry leaders to connect
 with the people they 
serve than by building
 community through 
social media?

Words by Isabel O’Brien
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The future of marketing is sure to be digital, with increased investment 
in the innovation of marketing techniques. However, it is critical that we 

do not lose the human touch provided by more traditional marketing 
techniques; pharma must learn to build and retain human connections in 

our increasingly digital world.

Forget about
what the
trendiest
thing to do is
and instead
think about
how we build
a capability of
the future

HUMAN
DIGITAL
CONNECTIONS IN THE

WORLD
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The dystopian backdrop of Brave New World 
brings to life the fear of a future devoid of 
individual identity, as innovation prevails. 
Huxley exemplifi es the dangers of technology, 

engineering a fast-paced society that has lost all traces 
of humanity. As we enter 2020, we leave behind a 
decade that saw an explosion of innovation, notably in 
pharmaceutical marketing: from blockchain to AI. But 
perhaps Huxley’s fears are relevant once more, nearly 
a century on, as we see a shift in society, with many 
choosing to ‘unplug’ from the world of technology. 
Looking to the future, digital is set to dominate the 
2020s, but can it do so without the help of traditional 
marketing techniques? 

With such a vast level of innovation within digital, it can 
be easy to get swept away with the once-inconceivable 
possibilities of technologies that are in our  grasp , such 
as virtual reality and machine learning. But pharma 
must not lose sight of the traditional methods that 
enabled them to get here. A combination of traditional 
and digital is proving to be successful: “The real 
evolution we’re seeing is in forward-looking companies 
where digital is being seen as a complementary part 
of a wider omnichannel mix that includes appropriate 
real-world touchpoints, not just as a cheaper, binary 
replacement for traditional contacts,” explains Duncan 
Arbour, SVP  Insights and Innovation, Syneos Health 
Communications Europe. 

One of the main drivers for the unplugging ideology is 
the loss of the human touch in the innovative, digital 
sphere. Arbour says: “I hope that future marketing 
approaches will balance the potential of data, targeting, 
and marketing automation with an equal focus on 
behavioural science and humanity. It is not just about 
developing digital marketing; it is about developing 
content and services that really understand what it’s 
like to practice medicine in a digital age.” There is no 
denying we are entrenched in the world of technology, 
but marketing will always need face-to-face interaction. 

“If you look at an orchestra, there are no machines 
orchestrating: it is a person. In marketing, our reps are 
working as the orchestrators,” says Dmitry Schourov, 
Global Commercial Operations Lead, Pfi zer. An 
orchestra can have the best musicians in the world, but 
without someone keeping them together, to time and 
in harmony, they will not prevail. Similarly, pharma 
can invest in all the technology trends and digital 
campaigns, but without the right people orchestrating 
the traditional human touch, it may not reach its full 

potential. “We are working on combining face-to-face 
and digital,” continues Schourov.

But there is a stigma around maintaining the status-quo 
and sticking just with tradition. After all, we are well 
and truly entrenched in the digital era, a time when 
innovation breeds innovation. Commercial teams must 
have this at the forefront of their decisions to ensure 
they are not left behind. Ignacio Quiles Lara, VP and 
Commercial Director, Spain, OncoHematology, GSK, 
says: “Promotion which relies exclusively on traditional, 
time-worn methodologies will have trouble keeping up.” 

Perhaps it is not the traditional marketing techniques 
we need to shift away from, but the traditional 
marketing mindset. Schourov outlines: “Marketing 
stays the same – it is our tools that have become 
completely diff erent and this requires signifi cant 
change in our mindset.” One clear area for change is the 
industry’s position on social media, which has not seen 
a level of buy-in equal to the platform’s exponential 
potential. “The top channels for pharma marketers to 
reach healthcare professionals were emails, webinars, 
conferences, and portals, but this is evolving quickly 
towards social media,” continues Lara. In the digital 
debate, social media cannot be ignored; as a platform 
for direct, two-way conversation with consumers, it 
off ers incomparable opportunities.  Pharma so far have 
shied away from fully exploring the potential of social 
media, and the time has well and truly come for this to 
be rectifi ed. 

But traditional marketing is the safer, tried and tested 
option, while embracing the trend of social media will 
bring with it a host of complexities.  “Social media as 
a platform is very open. If you haven’t planned your 
project end-to-end before launching in an industry that 
is so highly regulated, be it pharma or be it fi nance, 
you can get into trouble. This is why people have 
been sceptical,” says Arpita Pani,  who is the Senior 
Commercial Governance, Digital and E-Commerce 
Lead at Ferring  Pharmaceuticals.  Pani continues: “Use 
social media in the most ethical and thought through 
ways: plan your projects properly, do your due diligence 
properly. Make sure you have your social monitoring in 
place and privacy policies and be prepared for 
crisis management.”  

Regardless of the latest trend, digital or traditional, it 
is critical that marketing maintains ethical standards 
and a level of rigour, as Pani continues: “We keep ethics 
at the heart of it. We have created a model focussed on 

privacy; the capability is privacy by design. 
This will help us to be good with our digital 
maturity and marketing of the future.” 

The 2020s are set to be the multi-channel 
age, with the opportunity to vitalise the best 
elements of traditional marketing along 
with the potential of innovative digital 
settings. Lara advises: “Optimise customer 
 face-time and equip sales reps with the 
digital-friendly tools as a terrifi cally eff ective 
way to attain the goal of promotion.” With 
a world of progression in the digital space, 
it is important to keep focus away from 
the fads and home in on future-proofi ng 
your marketing campaign. Pani concludes: 
“Forget about what the trendiest thing to 
do is and instead think about how we build 
a capability of the future.” A Brave New 
World need not, and indeed should not, be 
dystopian; instead, by marrying traditional 
human connections with technological 
innovation, pharma can build a future in 
which everyone can thrive.

Marketing stays
the same – it is 
our tools that 
have become 
completely
diff erent

Source: Veeva,  2020

Source: Across Health Navigator, 2019

of HCPs show a 
preference for a 

combination of rep visits 
and remote engagement

of specialists were 
approached with a 

complete multi-channel 
marketing approach in 2019

71%

6%
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promises made to cement those feelings. 
Cioffi continues: “Human beings are 
ultimately wired in this way and when they 
engage with the brand, it will strengthen 
the feelings and loyalty if it delivers to the 
promise, resulting in the creation of loyal 
customers over time that will tell their own 
story to others as they become your brand 
ambassadors.” This is where the power of 
storytelling can have a snowball effect; the 
impact of reaching one customer can soon 
multiply. 

There may be an understandable reluctance 
to embrace creative storytelling in pharma 
marketing. Claudia Adreani, Business Head of 
Customer Excellence, Boehringer Ingelheim 
says: “It is a heavily regulated industry and 
we sometimes can’t be as creative.” There are 
undeniable dangers of misleading marketing 
campaigns, with severe legal and reputational 
ramifications if regulations are not adhered 
to. Cioffi continues: “Pharmaceutical 
marketing has been quite conservative over 
the years, partly due to strict regulatory and 
legal constraints.”

Aside from the obvious need to stick 
stringently to regulations, transparency 
and authenticity within pharma marketing 
are requirements for the increasingly savvy 
audience they are targeting. “In today’s times, 
you cannot afford not to be authentic. We 
live in an interconnected world; if a customer 
thinks we are lying about our brand, all it 
takes is one negative post to go viral and that 
can have a hugely negative impact on the 
brand and can destroy years of hard work,” 
explains Cioffi. 

Companies seem to be realising that the 
benefits of storytelling campaigns outweigh 
the work required to ensure these are 
authentic. By seeing regulatory authorities 
as partners, pharma marketers can work 
with them to create informative, accurate 
campaigns that appeal on an emotional level. 
Adreani says: “I have seen some campaigns 
that are quite inspiring and give us a bit of 
hope that we can work with our regulatory 
partners and our compliance partners within 
the business to do campaigns that are more 
emotional and talk more to the heart of the 
patient.” 

Adreani goes on to explain some of the 
most notable works in this area, such as 
those from media agencies: “Some of my 
favourite examples are some of the campaigns 
coming out of agencies, like Havas Lynx 

and the psoriasis campaign that they did for 
Novartis – I found that one quite inspiring 
and different.” Havas Lynx’s campaign for 
Novartis, ‘Ask for Clear’, comes with the 
storytelling tagline ‘Re-inspiring disappointed 
patients to seek a better solution’. 

The goal is to empower patients through 
the medium of humour across a range of 
channels, such as radio and social media. Each 
ad tells the story of a different patient, such as 
‘Beach Dancer’. “Hey, I can’t believe my eyes, 
I saw my first ever TV advert for psoriasis! It 
was a tubby guy, in swimming briefs, dancing 
on a beach to music. It was funny. Finally, 
psoriasis is coming out of the closet!” shares a 
Psoriasis Forum patient. 

The campaign has had significant reach 
to both patients and HCPs, with 46% of 
all people living with psoriasis in the UK 
agreeing that the campaign had an impact 
on their care and 44% of dermatologists 
stating that patients had come in because 
of the campaign. The ads are simple and 
Adreani reminds us that: “Good marketing is 
about simplicity and clarity of messages and 
consistency across time.”

Marketers must be the storytellers of 
pharma, taking black and white information 
and bringing it to life, splashing it with a 
rainbow of colours. But first, the industry 
must overcome a reluctance to embrace this 
creative medium and work with regulatory 
partners to strike the balance of emotion 
and authenticity. “We always have to be 
factual – we are selling medicines, after all. 
However, the emotion comes in the way we 
deliver our marketing campaigns,” says Cioffi. 
“Ultimately, there is never a perfect mix – this 
is an art, as much as it is a science, and you 
have to learn to implement, learn, and adjust.”

Humanity, when traced back over thousands of 
years, is a kaleidoscope of cultures and civilisations. 
Within the differing ways of life, one thing remains 
constant: our innate desire for storytelling. From 

cave paintings and mythologies, to tabloid journalism and 
Hollywood film studios, the need for narrative is part of our 
DNA. And this is not going anywhere; recent research found that 
doctors respond more positively to emotional, rather than factual, 
advertising. But while marketing should utilise storytelling, it is 
critical that it does not mislead consumers. The pharmaceutical 
industry must recognise the importance of authentic marketing: 
storytelling powered by facts. 

Storytelling, whatever the format, takes the audience on a 
journey and evokes an emotional response. Good marketing 
should tap into this emotion to invest the audience in the 
message. “We underestimate the power of emotional factors in 
decision making since it is, at times, irrational, and this is where 
the power of storytelling comes in. When you tell a story to your 
target audience, you can connect with them at an emotional 
level, at the level where they make their decisions,” explains 
Andrew Cioffi, Global Marketing Director, AstraZeneca.

Campaigns must work to first pique the viewer’s emotional 
interest, but then it is critical that the company delivers on the 

Storytelling is a powerful marketing tool that can engage an 
emotional response from the audience, and consequently 
inhibit decision making. Pharmaceutical marketers must 
find a balance between creativity and factual information 
to create successful and authentic marketing campaigns.

When you tell a

story to your target

audience, you can

connect with them

at an emotional

level
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WRITING 

RACONTEURS INTO 

PHARMA’S STORY

Virgo Health’s 
TackleTD Men’s Health 
Campaign with  
Bayer UK
British football legend 
Harry Redknapp 
featured in Bayer’s 
campaign to drive 
awareness of 
testosterone deficiency. 
The ad uses the 
backdrop of a half-time 
pep talk to drive home 
the symptoms. Results 
were promising, with 
300,000 video views 
and 15,000 website 
visitors: two-thirds of 
whom completed the 
symptom checker. 

Source: Virgo Health, 2020

Havas Lynx and 
Sanofi Genzyme’s 
‘Compelling Evidence’ 
This creative 
campaign takes the 
viewer through visual 
dramatisations of crime 
scenes, with evidence 
bags containing 
symptoms of Pompe: 
a rare and often-
misdiagnosed muscle 
disease. In its first 2 
months, the campaign 
made over 300,000 
impressions and had a 
click rate 139% higher 
than industry average. 
Source: Havas Lynx, 2020

Purple Agency and 
MSD’s ‘Spotlight on 
Chickenpox’
This multichannel 
campaign stars a rabbit 
as the protagonist – 
‘Dotty’ helps parents, 
children, and HCPs 
better understand the 
risks, management, 
treatment, and 
prevention of 
chickenpox. ‘Spotlight 
on Chickenpox’ had 
nearly 200k
impressions, a
click-through rate of
10.9%, and an average 
of 8,200 unique users 
every week in 2019. 
Source: Purple Agency, 2020

The Success of
Storytelling in
Creative Campaigns

Marketing Marketing
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Iskra Reic is the Executive Vice President, 
Europe and Canada at AstraZeneca. 

Iskra spoke to us about cross-cultural 
leadership, AstraZeneca’s innovation 

hubs, and the changing world of 
technology and access to data. 

I have always tried to be 
bold and brave, which 
I believe has led me to 
where I am today

Catalyst 
of 
Pharma 

Interview 

Iskra Reic
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WHEN YOU SET OUT TO STUDY DENTAL 
MEDICINE, DID YOU EVER IMAGINE 
YOU WOULD END UP WORKING IN THE 
PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY, LEADING A 
GROUP OF MORE THAN 5,000? 

I have always had a passion for healthcare because of 
my studies in this field; it is not surprising to me that I 
landed working for a company that is really committed 
to developing innovative medicines that help patients 
with the treatment of disease. I’ve made important 
decisions throughout my career that brought me to 
where I am today, such as my move from practice to 
industry, and then starting my career at AstraZeneca. I 
went for an international career move that was out of 
my comfort zone and tested myself in markets such as 
the Middle East, Africa, Central Eastern Europe, and 
then Russia. Throughout my career, I have always tried 
to be bold and brave, which I believe has led me to where 
I am today. An example is when I took a leadership 
role in AstraZeneca Russia at a time when the country 
was one of the company’s important growth drivers in 
establishing a strong presence in emerging markets. 
Today, I feel fortunate that I work with and lead such a 
great group of people at AstraZeneca. 

WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO RECENTLY 
UNDERTAKE A PHD, WHILE MAINTAINING 
YOUR SUCCESSFUL CAREER? 

I am strong believer in the importance of continuous 
learning and development – to really push yourself out 
of your comfort zone to explore new areas and develop 
new capabilities. Moving around the world working in 
different roles in a truly global company has definitely 
given me a better understanding of how leadership styles 
in different cultures are critical to success. 

In my PhD work, I am exploring the impact of cultural 
intelligence, which has become a popular topic in 
business literature recently. Cultural intelligence has the 
potential to impact the performance of leaders when 
they are working in cross-cultural settings that are 

outside of, or different to, their own backgrounds. 
I’m specifically looking at the areas that we as 
leaders need to be aware of when we are working 
in different cultures. This work will hopefully 
make me a stronger leader and help me in my 
current role and any future roles in my  
career journey. 

AS SOMEONE WHOSE 
RESPONSIBILITIES COVER EUROPE 
AND CANADA, HOW DO YOU 
APPROACH LEADING THESE DIFFERENT 
TERRITORIES? 

If you want to be a global leader then you need 
a global mindset – you must be able to work 
with people who have different perspectives 
and experiences compared to your own. I am 
responsible for bringing together a group of 
almost 5,000 people across 30 different markets 
to deliver on our commercial priorities and bring 
innovative medicines to patients. When people 
with different perspectives and experiences work 
together, their creativity can unlock challenges 
and bring new solutions to help the business 
develop. I work closely with each of the markets to 
accomplish this.

AstraZeneca is a truly global company – we train 
our managers, leaders, and employees to improve 
understanding of, and respect differences in, the 
workplace. These efforts are part of a broader 
approach to create an inclusive culture in which 
difference is recognised and valued. 

The inclusiveness of the culture we operate in 
at AstraZeneca is a very important topic on our 
agenda and I am very keen, as a leader, to be a role 
model in this area. 

HOW WILL ASTRAZENECA’S RECENTLY 
LAUNCHED INNOVATION HUB, ‘BEYONDBIO’, 
HELP TACKLE SOME OF THE PRESSING 
CHALLENGES FOR HEALTHCARE IN ISRAEL? 

BeyondBio is one of AstraZeneca’s innovation hubs in 
Europe. We also have hubs in Sweden and France and are 
exploring more opportunities in other countries. The whole 
idea behind innovation hubs is to create an ecosystem 
for interaction between patients, medicines, academia, 
technology, healthcare professionals, and policymakers. 
The fundamental notion is to improve patient outcomes. 
In Israel specifically, we are investing to create partnerships 
with start-ups and innovative companies, as well as 
with medical healthcare centres. Israel has a wealth of 
retrospective data that can be extremely helpful for us to 
better understand the unmet needs and pain points of 
people living with a particular disease throughout their 
journey. Using predictive algorithms allows us to foresee 
how we can deliver better medicines or services to patients. 

THROUGHOUT YOUR TIME IN THE INDUSTRY, 
WHAT ARE SOME OF THE BIGGEST CHANGES 
YOU HAVE SEEN? 

I think one of the most significant changes impacting our 
business are the developments in technology and access 
to data. Data is the currency of today and the future. If 
you look at patients today, they are much more connected 
and empowered. Technology will be a key enabler for us in 
improving their experiences and meeting their healthcare 
needs throughout the patient journey: from disease 
awareness and prevention through to wellness. 

We’re also seeing unprecedented advances in science in key 
disease areas like oncology, respiratory and cardiovascular, 
renal, and metabolism. This enables us to develop better 

medicines much quicker than previously, with earlier 
and clearer benefits, for patients with cancer, severe 
asthma or diabetes, and related heart and kidney 
illnesses, for example. 

The industry is also moving toward a more ecosystem-
based approach. When I started my career, the pharma 
industry was operating in silos. Today, there is a greater 
commitment to partnership to meet the challenges 
of healthcare systems, drive scientific innovation, and 
support better outcomes for patients. This is also true 
when we talk about value-based healthcare: industry 
working with payers to ensure faster and more 
appropriate access to innovative medicines for patients 
in need. This is where AstraZeneca really wants to lead 
the way, to create innovative reimbursement models 
using real-world data that is much more relevant  
for payers. 

LOOKING BACK ACROSS YOUR IMPRESSIVE 
CAREER, IS THERE A STANDOUT OR 
PROUDEST MOMENT? 

There are many moments that I am proud of 
throughout my career, but more recently I’m really 
proud of leading AstraZeneca’s Europe & Canada 
organisation back to sales growth. Our Europe & 
Canada organisation was in decline for many years, 
mainly driven by the loss of patent exclusivity of our 
largest products. The team worked very hard to return 
our business to growth, which was an important 
achievement for the region. Now, having returned to 
growth at the end of last year, we can focus our efforts 
on building new and greater capabilities to work more 
efficiently to deliver new innovative medicines to our 
patients. I believe this will set us up for a new era of 
success for our business in Europe and Canada. 

Catalyst of Pharma Catalyst of Pharma 

Push yourself out of 
your comfort zone to 
explore new areas and 
develop new capabilities

If you want 
to be a global 

leader then 
you need a 

global mindset



There are many notable initiatives in place by pharmaceutical companies to improve access to 
medicine around the world, especially in hard-to-reach and developing countries. We pinpoint 
some stand out examples from companies  who are going the extra mile to achieve access for 
 patients, no matter where they live, in the fi rst instalment of our Improving Access infographic series.

Source: Access to Medicine Index, 2018
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GSK AND BARCLAY’S LIVE WELL – Zambia

Live Well aims to raise health awareness and 
improve access to health products, such as 
contraception and pain management, while giving 
local people the opportunity to learn new skills 
and earn an income by becoming community 
health entrepreneurs (CHE). The CHEs are trained 
in business, fi nance, healthcare, and product 
 knowledge, enabling them to educate and help 
local communities. The initiative aims to impact 1 
million Zambian people.

JOHNSON AND JOHNSON’S 
MOTHERS2MOTHERS –  South Africa, 
Lesotho, Swaziland, Mozambique, Malawi, 
Zambia, Kenya, and Uganda 

mothers2mothers is helping women, children, and 
adolescents, as part of a wider mission to end 
the AIDS epidemic by 2030. The programme 
has created ‘Mentor Mothers’ – a cohort of over 
1,500 women living with HIV, who have received 
health  training to educate local communities. As a 
result, mother-to-child transmission of HIV within 
their cohorts has dropped to 1.3%.

NOVARTIS’ COMHIP PROGRAMME – Ghana 

Novartis’ community-based hypertension management project 
is bringing services to local communities in Ghana to improve 
hypertension control. Blood pressure screening stations have been 
introduced in to residential areas, workplaces, and shops. They 
are also using text messaging services to remind patients to self-
manage the condition. Observed patients in the programme had 
an improved rate of hypertension control, rising from 36% to 72%. 

ASTRAZENECA’S HEALTHY HEART 
AFRICA –  Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania

AstraZeneca have collaborated with a 
range of partners to tackle hypertension and 
cardiovascular disease. Healthy Heart Africa 
aims to help 10 million people living with high 
blood pressure in Africa by 2025. They are 
raising awareness and improving education 
surrounding lifestyle choices and risk factors for 
cardiovascular disease, providing training in the 
healthcare system, and facilitating access to high 
quality anti-hypertensives at a discounted price. 

SANOFI’S SCHOOLCHILDREN AGAINST 
MALARIA –  Mozambique, Gabon, 
Cameroon, Togo, and Guinea 

Collaborating with national programmes, 
education ministries, and NGOs, Sanofi  created 
this programme to promote malaria prevention 
in schools across sub-Saharan Africa. The 
lessons and educational cartoons aim to raise 
awareness and knowledge of malaria  amongst 
schoolchildren, who will then go back to their 
communities and share this education. The 
programme has given malaria awareness to 
more than 8 million people. 

TAKEDA AND THE CANCER ALLIANCE – Kenya  
As a founding partner of the Cancer Alliance, Takeda 
is aiming to improve diagnosis, affordability, impact, 
and quality of the cancer care available for patients 
living in Sub-Saharan Africa. Takeda, along with 
academic organisations, NGOs, government bodies, 
and other partners,  hope to develop Nairobi into a 
centre of excellence for cancer treatments in the region.  

EISAI CO. AND MERCK’S CLEAN WATER 
COLLABORATION – Kenya

Eisai Co. have collaborated with Merck to 
provide clean water tanks in Kenya  as part of 
their efforts to reduce the prevalence of neglected 
tropical diseases (NTD) in the area. This follows 
Eisai Co.’s initiative  of providing 1.9 billion 
diethylcarbamazine tablets, to treat the NTD of 
lymphatic fi lariasis, to 28 endemic countries, 
including Kenya. 

MERCK’S CURAFATM POINTS OF CARE – Kenya 

This initiative is improving access to affordable, quality 
healthcare services for patients living in underserved 
communities. CURAFA utilises data driven healthcare, 
offering instant medical test results on digital devices, as 
well as providing medicines and improving education. 
Local pharmacists and nurses run the centres to help 
address the communities’ most pressing health needs.

  ROCHE AND NOVO NORDISK’S CHANGING 
DIABETES® IN CHILDREN PROGRAMME – Senegal, 
Guinea, Ivory Coast, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of  the 
Congo, Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Ethiopia, and Sudan  

Roche and Novo Nordisk, along with the International Society 
for Pediatric and Adolescent Diabetes and the World Diabetes 
Foundation, set up this programme to provide care and medication 
for children living with type 1 diabetes in developing countries. 
They work with local partners and  health ministers in each 
country to anchor the initiative to the ir existing healthcare system s, 
providing therapy supplies, better education, and training for local 
healthcare professionals. 

TOP 10 PHARMACEUTICAL 
COMPANIES IMPROVING 
ACCESS TO MEDICINE 

1 GLAXOSMITHKLINE PLC

2 NOVARTIS AG

3 JOHNSON AND JOHNSON

4 MERCK KGAA

5 TAKEDA PHARMACEUTICAL CO. LTD

6 NOVO NORDISK A/S

7 SANOFI

8 EISAI CO. LTD

9 ASTRAZENECA PLC

10 ROCHE HOLDING AG

THE 4 A’S OF ACCESS 

1 2 3 4AVAILABILITY
 Offer solutions to unmet 
needs in developing 
countries/emerging 
markets, from  prevention 
to diagnosis and treatment 

AFFORDABILITY
Provide support for health 
workers, communities, 
and patients, who are 
unable to pay for  the 
healthcare needed

ACCESSIBILITY
Develop strong supply chains 
and health solutions that allow 
health workers, communities, and 
patients access to effective health 
solutions, regardless of geography

AWARENESS
Empower health workers, communities, 
and patients by providing  the tools, 
knowledge, and skills to  help them 
 make informed decisions around 
prevention, diagnosis, and treatment
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M odesty is almost universally 
seen as a virtue, but taken 
too far can prevent credit 
being given where it is due 

and lead to a perception that a person is 
not motivated by the purest of intentions. 
Such a scenario could be occurring in the 
pharmaceutical industry in regard to their 
vast philanthropic work, which invariably 
stays out of the limelight. Public trust in 
the sector is an ongoing issue, highlighted 
by a Gallup poll in the US last year which 
found pharma’s reputation to be bottom of 
a list featuring 25 prominent industries. It 
is surely time for the industry to be more 
open and transparent in communicating 
its charitable endeavours, helping 
counterbalance unfair perceptions.  

companies are far less accomplished at. 
“There’s a reluctance from companies to 
garner attention for the industry’s charitable 
and philanthropic work,” says Walsh. 
“Communicating about philanthropic work 
can mistakenly be seen as an attempt to 
distract from the real and important dialogue 
on healthcare challenges that exist today.”

Another reason for this restraint is fear that 
the activity will be perceived as a hard-headed 
business decision, prompted by an underlying 
commercial purpose. “If there is a perception 
that there is a motive behind the charity 
which is related to some kind of return 
on investment or intention of promotion, 
the value of the gesture is questioned and 
this results in limited communication,” 
outlines Prodromos Anthopoulos, Head of 
International Medical Affairs & European 
Medical, Arena Pharmaceuticals.

It is time to put any false modesty aside. 
It does not benefit anyone, neither the 
industry itself nor the very people the 
efforts are designed to help. “A key benefit 
of creating visibility around philanthropic 
initiatives is driving increased awareness 
around important work that our charitable 
partners are doing around the world,” says 
Walsh. “If the communication is done right, 
it will result in further support for non-
profits, creating an impact in critical areas 
such as education, community building, and 
sustainable healthcare systems.”

Other benefits can accrue in areas such as 
staff recruitment and retention. “If done 
right, spreading awareness will instil a sense 
of pride amongst your employees and the 
community. It’ll also tell the world what your 
company stands for and how you are taking 
action as a responsible member of society,” 
adds Walsh.

Avoiding any hint of self-interest whilst 
raising awareness of their philanthropic 
work is not an easy message to convey, but 
can be delivered with a careful, considered 
approach. Walsh advises: “Be authentic and 

Make the

communication about

the work and not about

how great you are for

doing it

stay close to your non-profit partners. Make 
the communication about the work and not 
about how great you are for doing it. Listen to 
your community and philanthropic partners 
on the challenges that they are facing and 
work together to address them.”

Treating each case on its own respective 
merit is another good rule of thumb. “The 
tone can be proud and strong when the 
charitable activity is disconnected from the 
therapeutic area of interest for the company 
and even more when not directly related 
to patients, diseases, health systems, e.g. 
school donations, support of environmental 
movements, etc.,” explains Anthopoulos. 
“This is different from communicating an 
activity that aims to support the area in which 
the company does business. Transparency, 
clear objectives, and honesty define the 
relations and the acceptance of the gesture 
in these cases without undermining the 
benefit. This has different characteristics and 
therefore the tone needs to be more discreet.”

A natural nervous reticence on the part of 
pharma when it comes to communicating its 
philanthropy is on one hand understandable, 
but it misses a golden opportunity to enhance 
the industry’s reputation, as well as to help 
gather support for the vital work being 
delivered. Pharma’s altruistic side should no 
longer remain hidden in the shadows, out 
of sight and mind of the public. By adopting 
the right tone at the right time, pharma 
can prevent individual controversies from 
defining the industry’s image and help paint a 
much fairer picture of their motivations and 
value to society. 

Doing so in a clear and non-self-promotional  
way is a skill that must be harnessed throughout  
the sector.     

Many now expect companies to align and engage 
with ethical and moral causes. In this respect, 
pharma has one of the best records in the corporate 
world, regularly initiating and partaking in 
endeavours ranging from screening programmes to 
the training of healthcare professionals, often in the 
poorest regions of the globe. “The pharmaceutical 
sector has historically been considered as one of the 
most charitable of industries,” notes Melissa Walsh, 
Vice President of Corporate Responsibility and 
Global Philanthropy, AbbVie. 

However, creating widespread awareness of 
philanthropic endeavours is something pharma 

Source: re: charity, 2019 

A positive image –  
Communities recognise 
and appreciate positive 
changes that corporations 
make in the world 

Better relationships 
with customers – 
Customers respect 
companies who work 
hard at supporting their 
community

Better engagement 
from employees – 
Employee engagement 
is increased when 
they participate in 
philanthropic activities 
together 

Encouraging a feeling 
of community – 
Helping non-profits 
to reach their mission 
can create a feeling of 
comradery in the office

Source: Charitable Giving Statistics, 2019

The total amount of 
corporate giving in 
2018 was

$20.05billion

Benefits of
corporate giving: 

PHARMA THE 
PHILANTHROPIST
Words by James Coker 

 Medical Affairs  Medical Affairs
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In pharma’s bid to achieve the ultimate award of ‘Most 
Patient-Centric’, medical affairs has been cast in the 
leading role, utilising their unique résumé to bring 
the patient voice to the drug development process. 

However, there is still a long way to go in achieving 
this momentous goal and no great lead is complete 
without their supporting cast. Collaborating with patient 
organisations offers fruitful opportunities to bring the 
patient voice to the table ahead of opening night. MA must 
build and nurture relationships with these organisations to 
put on an Oscar-worthy performance and deliver true value 
for patients. 

The benefits of such partnerships are multi-faceted, as Dr 
Danie du Plessis, Executive Vice President, Medical Affairs 
(EMEA), Kyowa Kirin and Medical Affairs Professional 
Society (MAPS) Board Member and President (EMEA) 
says: “Partnering with patient organisations allows 
the opportunity to include clinical outcomes that are 
important for patients in clinical studies. It also creates an 
opportunity to collect real world evidence early on, which, 
in turn, can be used in access to medicine negotiations.” 

But while the benefits are acknowledged, patient 
organisations only make their appearance in Act 2 – 
earlier adoption in the development cycle is sorely 
needed, as du Plessis continues: “Collaboration with 
patient organisations has increased tremendously over the 
last decade or so, but there is still room for improvement. 
These days, it is quite common to engage with patient 
groups during late-stage development and after marketing 
authorisation.”  This late-stage engagement is a step in 
the right direction, but without involving organisations 
from day one, companies are not championing the patient 
voice at arguably the most important stage.

This can create a situation where new medicines do not 
address what is really important to patients, as du Plessis 
explains: “There are multiple examples where regulatory 
requirements for new medicines have not taken the effect 
on, or perspective of,  the patient into consideration. For 
example, studies of lung disease medicine must include 
lung function tests, which of course is important, but 
these studies often neglect to take these physiological 
tests and translate them into what is important for 
patients. Patients really want to know if their shortness 
of breath will be better and whether they will be able to 
be more active.” Without asking patients what matters to 
them and involving them in the process, pharma is merely 
making assumptions. 

And late-stage adoption could even be perceived as a 
marketing tool solely aimed at attaining rave reviews, as 
opposed to truly delivering value. Vanessa Pott, Director, 
Patient Advocacy and Strategic Partnerships, Merck 
Group reaffirms: “What we need to be looking at as an 
industry is how that engagement takes place: is it merely 
transactional? Are we asking patient organisations to 
provide a quote for a press release upon the approval of 
a new drug or are we partnering in a strategic way along 
the entire research and development process?” Pharma 
is striving to demonstrate how they are championing the 
patient voice, but MA must advocate for early adoption 
to ensure that these partnerships are organic. Pott 
continues: “Our main goal must be to strategically engage 
with patients and make sure that the insights we obtain 
shape our decision making.”

It is no secret that pharma is working towards better 
patient involvement and focus; direction from the top 
levels of pharma is needed to empower MA on this 
mission to create and nurture patient organisation 
relationships. Trishna Bharadia, Health Advocate and 
Patient Engagement Champion discusses: “Internally, a 

Words by Kirstie Turner

patient-focussed approach needs to be embedded 
at every level. Where I’ve seen the most success 
has been when there has been buy-in from the 
top, which then filters down throughout the 
company. There is no point in having someone 
championing the patient voice if they encounter 
obstacles every time they need something to be 
approved or budget to be allocated.” 

Early partnership
 between pharma and
 patient organisations
 will truly bring the
 mission of patient
 centricity to life

Source: Accenture, 2019

of patients are willing to 
give patient organisations 
access to their health data

of patients believe that 
pharma companies should 

partner and work more closely 
with patient organisations

64%

84%

MA and patient organisations are just one avenue 
that must be explored on the patient centricity 
mission. “Companies also need to explore how 
to make it easier for patients to get involved 
– whether that is simplifying the contracting 
process, creating more opportunities for advocate 
involvement, rethinking standard operating 
procedures so that they are more patient friendly, 
or creating internal frameworks to ensure that 
the patient voice is being embedded at every 
single possible point along the drug development 
lifecycle,” says Bharadia. 

Patient organisations allow MA to shine the 
spotlight on the patient perspective, but it is 
critical that these partnerships are cultivated 
and utilised as early as possible, and not as a 
last-minute, transactional process. Direction 
must come from the top down and offer support 
throughout, limiting obstacles for approval and 
budget allocations – the show must go on, after 
all. du Plessis concludes: “Early partnership 
between pharma and patient organisations will 
truly bring the mission of patient centricity to 
life.” 

BEST SUPPORTING ROLE: 
PATIENT ORGANISATIONS

Medical Affairs Medical Affairs



24 25

W hen Eliud Kipchoge completed his momentous sub 
2-hour marathon in October 2019, an estimated 
500 million people tuned in around the world to 
watch this astonishing piece of sporting history. Yet, 

as Kipchoge himself acknowledges, this seminal moment was only 
possible due to the meticulous, unseen preparation far in advance, 
ranging from his intensive training regime to the large team of pacers 
and drink carriers working in perfect harmony.

The principle is no different when bringing a pharmaceutical product 
to market, with the commercial success often determined by the depth 
and detail of the behind-the-scenes planning in the months, and even 
years, prior to launch. “In general, the pre-launch phase has become 
much more prominent as companies realise the importance of this 
period,” notes Alice Dietrich, Head, Global Medical Affairs, Galapagos. 
With regulations tightening and expectations of stakeholders 
becoming more demanding, pharma is waking up to the need to put 
a greater medical emphasis on this traditionally commercial-based 
domain. It is unsurprising, therefore, that medical affairs have donned 
their running shoes and made themselves a crucial member of the 
relay team carrying new products across the launch line. 

“Launch preparation activities in the pharma industry 
have evolved in recent years in two pronounced ways: 
earlier engagement with thought leaders through MA, 
along with clearer and earlier communication of the 
value proposition an eventual product is anticipated to 
represent,” explains Alex Flint, Director, Medical and 
Regulatory Affairs, Eisai. “Both of these improvements 
were made following the realisation that the success of a 
product is determined before it is even launched.”

Dietrich adds: “In recent years our compliance 
landscape has become more complex with very strict 
regulations, especially on what commercial can speak 
about in the pre-launch phase. MA now has a much 
bigger role in pre-launch activities than before, as the 
medics/medical science liaisons are the only ones that 
can actually prepare the market and have scientific 
exchange with healthcare professionals.”

Yet suboptimal launches continue to plague the industry; for 
instance, in the period from 2010–2017, half of new drugs 
underperformed against their pre-launch ambitions. This record 
must improve drastically for the pharma industry to effectively 
cover the needs of patients over the coming decades. A powerful 
case can now be made for MA to direct pharma’s pre-launch 
approach. “The need for MA to take on a more strategic, leading 
role in launch preparation is greater than ever,” states Flint.

MA should be under no illusion that such a profound change 
to existing practices will be straightforward. As with any 
organisation, the case for reducing the role of commercial 
departments, the breadwinners, is not an easy one to make. 
“Some companies still think it is all driven by sales,” says Dietrich. 
“But there needs to be a very close collaboration between medical 
and commercial as the overall product strategy needs to be 
developed together.” 

It is incumbent upon MA to demonstrate exactly why they 
should take on this strategic mantle. The crucial point is that 
in an increasingly fragmented marketplace, encompassing a 
growing number of drug makers, ensuring a product stands out 
from the crowd has never been more difficult. For instance, it 
is insufficient to solely disseminate clinical trial data regarding 
new products. “In recent years, the focus on real-world evidence 
has evolved and is now a cornerstone of MA work pre and post-
launch as a lot of questions cannot be answered by Phase III 
trials,” comments Dietrich.

Therefore, close lines of communication with HCPs, thought 
leaders, and, of course, patients, must be established throughout 
a lengthy pre-launch phase. MA, more so than any other 
department, has the knowledge and ability to direct this kind 
of operation. “MA represent the intersection of both internal 
clinical development and commercial operations (marketing, 
sales, market access) and the external key opinion leader 
community within a given therapeutic area. Successful launches 
start with active listening programmes to patient and customer 
needs and correspondingly shaping meaningful product 
differentiation in the eyes of the patient and customer,” says 
Flint.

Whilst MA is, in the main, becoming well-established in the 
pre-launch process, this is still often not enough to ensure 
new products are meeting pre-launch expectations. The move 
towards drug launch being a medically focussed operation has 
taken its first steps; this quickly needs to evolve into purposeful 
strides, closer to Kipchoge’s marathon pace. A MA-led pre-launch 
phase, built upon demonstrating value to match stakeholder 
needs, should become standard practice across pharma: the 
industry’s long-term future could well depend on it. 

The need for MA to take on a more
 strategic, leading role in launch
 preparation is greater than ever

Source: L.E.K., 2019 

Five Conditions for 
Biopharma Product 
Launch Success

•  Early preparation

•  Structured and flexible 
planning

•  Organisational alignment

•  Continuous readiness 
assesment

•  The right team

DRUG LAUNCH: 
IT’S A MARATHON, 
NOT A SPRINT

Words by James Coker

Medical Affairs Medical Affairs
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International News 

SP   ONFUL OF
COLLABORATIONS

We delve into the most compelling collaborations in 
the pharmaceutical industry that have taken place 
in the last couple of months, specifically those that 
have featured non-traditional healthcare players 

– a theme becoming more commonplace as pharma pushes for 
more patient-informed strategies. There is a particular emphasis on 
partnerships exploring disease detection and sponsorships in the 
creative arts.

J&J IN THE APP STORE
J&J has teamed up with Apple to improve health outcomes for 
those at risk of stroke, with use of the Apple Watch. Using features 
like the ECG and irregular heart rate notifications, the Heartline™ 
Study app has the potential to detect atrial fibrillation in wearers 
and alert them to seek medical advice. Through downloading the 
iPhone app, eligible American adults over the age of 65 can take 
part in this clinical study, which is particularly valuable research as 
atrial fibrillation can often lack symptoms.

ALEXA MEADE AND BAYER’S LIVE 
ART INSTALLATION: PAINTING REAL 
PEOPLE INTO MURALS
The New York World Trade Center has hosted 
an artistic awareness initiative, including a live 
installation of artist Alexa Meade painting three heart 
attack survivors into giant murals. Bayer appointed 
Meade to paint everyday scenes, which blended the 
3D with the 2D, to create an optical illusion that ‘hides’ 
the person. This campaign illustrated the hidden risks 
of heart attacks and the hidden emotional side effects 
that can accompany cardiovascular disease. 

INCYTE AND COMIC BOOK ARTIST J.G JONES’ 
‘RARE REFLECTIONS’ CAMPAIGN
This year’s Rare Disease Day saw Incyte enlist the acclaimed comic 
book artist and blood cancer survivor, J.G Jones, for their ‘Rare 
Reflections’ awareness campaign. For this, Jones will interview 
eight to ten patients with myeloproliferative neoplasms over 
the coming months and translate their stories into custom 
illustrations. Incyte plan to share these online, as well as creating a 
tour or traveling gallery for local communities to get involved.

BAYER SOLUTION HACKING  
FOR CORONAVIRUS
Over 300 scientists, programmers, and designers 
gathered via Zoom, Slack, and Google Hangouts to 
attend the Data Natives annual hackathon. Over the 
course of the weekend, experts from Bayer acted as 
mentors to 20 teams who worked at hacking digital 
solutions to the challenges presented by coronavirus. 
Ideas presented to the judging panel included  
one COVID-19 case tracking software, health 
check apps, and a method of 3D printing swabs for 
COVID-19 tests.

2020 has brought with it an excess of unprecedented events 
that will have a lasting impact on a global scale. The UK’s 
departure from the EU, along with the COVID-19  
pandemic, are just two examples that have brought  

uncertainty to many aspects of our lives, including drug  
availability. Medicine shortages are a huge concern for 
patients who rely on treatments to manage their conditions. 
Whether these are caused by manufacturing issues, delays, 
discontinuations, or regulatory uncertainty, it is critical that 
shortages are addressed imminently, with minimal disruption to 
the patients we serve, wherever they may be.  

The pharmaceutical industry is a complex, highly regulated 
environment and, therefore, drug shortages can occur for a 
multitude of reasons. “Despite the best efforts of all concerned, 
supply problems can happen for unforeseen reasons such as 
manufacturing problems; availability of raw materials (active 
pharmaceutical ingredients), or other medicine or pack 
components; and unexpected demand,” explains the Association 
of the British Pharmaceutical Industry (ABPI).  

Many of these issues can be heightened by situational 
complexities, as highlighted by Brexit. Layla McCay, Director of 
International Relations, NHS Confederation, says: “There is some 
uncertainty because the UK’s future relationship with the EU is 
currently undecided. This is incredibly important because it will 
establish the ease with which we can trade, including levels of 
border checks, tariffs, quotas, or regulatory controls.” Ambiguity 
leading to an impact on ease-of-trade can have a knock-on impact 
on supply capability. 

However, patients must still be served, regardless of the political 
climate. Forward planning for drug supply, for multiple outcomes, 
is critical in uncertain times. McCay explains: “Significant time 

Words by Kirstie Turner

and effort from industry, government, and the NHS went into 
contingency planning for a possible no-deal scenario last year to 
ensure an uninterrupted supply of medicines and medical devices 
for patients. Plans would need to be resurrected at speed should a 
similar scenario recur.” 

The COVID-19 pandemic is similarly causing fears of drug 
shortages but differs as there was minimal forewarning. In 
situations like this, pharma companies must call upon their 
business continuity plans to act appropriately. A spokesperson 
for Johnson & Johnson explains their approach: “We have robust 
business continuity plans in place across our global supply chain 
network to prepare for unforeseen events and to meet the needs 
of the patients, customers, and consumers who depend on our 
products. These steps include maintaining critical inventory at 
major distribution centres away from high-risk areas and working 
with external suppliers to support our preparedness plans.”

Along with activating business continuity plans, continual 
monitoring is also critical in times like these: “We are closely 
monitoring product demand and supply levels across our global 
network to ensure adequate and effective distribution,” comments 
Johnson & Johnson. 

An open flow of communication between pharma and governing 
bodies can also help to mitigate drug shortages. “Industry could 
share further their plans to work closely with the government 
to ensure they are able to prepare for whichever scenario is 
reached at the end of the year. It will likely be helpful to continue 
establishing where we have a significant reliance on imported 
drug types and putting in place measures to ensure patients and 
healthcare professionals can access the adequate supply across 
scenarios,” advises McCay.

When it comes to the responsibility of providing their products, 
pharma remains vigilant. “Companies take their responsibilities 
very seriously and are accountable to UK regulators should 
supplies of their products become unavailable,” concludes 
the ABPI. In times of political uncertainty and global health 
pandemics, pharma must be the guiding light as we navigate these 
unprecedented times together, to ensure the quality of life of 
those who rely on medicines is not impacted.  

DRUG 
SHORTAGES 
IN THE AGE OF 
UNCERTAINTY

Companies take their 
responsibilities very 
seriously and are
accountable to UK 
regulators should 
supplies of their 
products become 
unavailable
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D arwinian theory dictates that organisms must evolve 
biologically to survive changes in their natural habitat. 
The fast-moving healthcare environment is prompting 
a similar reaction amongst pharmaceutical companies, 

with mergers and acquisitions (M&A) being one method increasingly 
used to adapt the industry’s shape and structure. In an age when 
complex treatments, such as specialised and precision medicines, 
are coming to the fore, this is often seen as a more efficient way 
for companies to grow ahead of expanding their own capabilities. 
However, recent history is replete with examples of these transactions 
failing to meet expectations. It is becoming increasingly evident that 
this vital evolutionary tool needs honing to ensure it can help lay the 
foundations for the industry’s future. 

M&A have been a staple growth tool in the pharma industry since 
before the early 1990s and are used to develop capabilities in a variety 
of ways. “Pharma M&A are often attributed to complementing 
portfolios to mitigate patent expiry, but we also observe it directed at 
strengthening particular therapeutic areas, and to access significant 
single products. Access to innovation earlier in drug discovery 
also features,” explains Caroline Austin, Vice President, Head of 
Transactions, Business Development, AstraZeneca.  

What has changed in recent years, however, is their sheer scale; 2019 
especially will be remembered as a year that altered the shape of 
pharma. From the conclusion of Takeda’s $62 billion merger with Shire 
to BMS’s completed acquisition of Celgene for the princely sum of $74 
billion, it appears that big money transactions are becoming the norm. 
In fact, the $342 billion syphoned into M&A by drug manufacturers in 
2019 surpasses the totals of every other year on record. 

Such figures mean it is more important than ever for pharma 
companies to apply the most rigorous of analyses in identifying M&A 
opportunities, focussing only on those organisations and portfolios 
that fit with their strategic vision. This stage takes on even greater 

relevance when considering the alarming statistic that 83% of 
M&A fail across all sectors. “Whilst no two companies will have 
exactly the same strategic approach, it is critical to have clear search 
guidelines,” says Şeyda Caskurlu, Business Development Director, 
Europe, Sandoz. “Shopping around randomly without a clear 
vision and target is a waste of time and money for all stakeholders. 
Practical realities notwithstanding, we should always aim to be 
strategists rather than opportunists.” 

Once the wheels of a suitable transaction are in motion, attention 
should turn to the prospective integration strategy, a phase that 
can define the outcome of a merger or acquisition. Caskurlu warns: 
“Delays at the integration stage: poor integration communications, 
disorganised planning or project management, and lack of capable 
teams with motivated and experienced people, can all create 
disruptions with the potential to destroy the entire value of the 
completed transaction.” 

To avoid this doomsday-type scenario, deep insights into the 
organisation in question should be harvested, and a healthy respect 
given for their expertise and processes, particularly during the 
early stages following a transaction. Austin continues: “Identifying 
important factors for each party early on allows for establishing 
shared goals, ensuring that values are respected together with 
preserving the often unique capability or entrepreneurial approach 
that drives success of the assets in question.”

The importance of culture and employee buy-in to business 
performance has become increasingly recognised in recent years and 
should not be underestimated when bringing two separate entities 
together. As the author Peter Drucker wrote: ‘culture eats strategy 
for breakfast’, and it is clear that cultural alignment must be a focal 
point, if not the primary focus, of any integration plan for M&A. 

“Many companies have learned the hard way that cultural 
differences can seriously hamper the achievement of identified 
synergy targets, particularly in the short and medium term. That’s 
why it is so critical to identify potential cultural issues up front and 
have a clear plan for resolving them post-acquisition,” says Caskurlu. 
“This should be part of a broader change management plan and 
governance structure, which ensures that all associates clearly 
understand the strategic direction of the integrated company, know 
their role, feel empowered to deliver on it, and feel that they are part 
of the journey.”

Benjamin Franklin’s immortal words ‘by failing to prepare, you 
are preparing to fail’ could not be more applicable when it comes 
to M&A in the pharma industry. The mega-money deals that have 
become a feature of M&A in pharma mean companies must be as 
thorough as possible when planning such moves, both in identifying 
the right opportunities and in post-deal integration planning. 
Getting these details right could be crucial for pharma’s ability to 
survive and flourish as their natural habitat continues to evolve 
rapidly around them.

Shopping around
randomly without a
 clear vision and
target is a waste of
time and money

Source: MarketWatch, 2019
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At one point in time, our world’s most valuable 
commodity was oil. Fast forward to the digital age 
and that accolade is held by data. Free-fl owing rivers 
of it double up as life sources that all industries, 

including the pharmaceutical industry, have become dependent 
on. However, as consumers learn the true value of their own 
information, the broken dam of data is patched up with privacy 
laws. Consumer–provider dynamics are being forcibly dismantled 
and renegotiated, compelling pharma to collect data in a way that 
employs patients as genuine collaborators.

In the aftermath of the Cambridge Analytica scandal, people were 
left feeling suspicious of data collectors. The right to privacy and 
to ‘opt out’ does render pharma’s job a little more complicated but 
can also act as a catalyst for connection. 

“The challenge with data is that nobody trusts anything because 
every time you open up the news, you read about data breaches, 
you read about Facebook analysing people’s data in inappropriate 
ways. So, to me, the keyword comes back to trust. You need to 
build that trust,” says Jamie Blackport, CEO and Founder, Mirador 
Analytics.

With the introduction of GDPR (General Data Protection 
Regulation), EDPS (European Data Protection Supervisor), and 
more recently the CCPA (California Consumer Privacy Act), 
regulation is catching up. Pharma has a chance to assert that this 
perceived trade-off  is, in fact, a mutually benefi cial transaction. 

Chiara Rustici, Independent EU Data Regulation and Privacy 
Analyst, explains: “Data is vital to medical research and privacy 
laws are never a barrier to saving lives.   It is, however, always a 
matter of being proportionate, transparent with the aff ected 
individuals as to what you’re trying to do, and never using that 
data for unrelated purposes.” 

The intimate nature of healthcare data complicates matters 
further. “The GDPR wasn’t passed specifi cally to address the 
pharma industry, but in regulating absolutely every use of 
personal data, including health-related data, the GDPR has a vast 
impact on the pharma sector. Health data is one of the categories 
that receive a heightened degree of  scrutiny,” says Rustici. 

Words by Michaila Byrne
“The more I think about it, the more I think that the 
interoperability of data, the ability for us to be able to use that 
data, is the most fundamental thing to the evolution of our whole 
industry,” states Paul Simms, Chairman, eyeforpharma.

Perhaps the challenge is simply the lack of understanding on the 
patient’s part as to why it is needed. Blackport states: “If people 
trust what you’re doing and you’re transparent, they’re more likely 
to say, ‘go ahead’. Blackport predicts success in conditions with 
high mortality rates, such as rare diseases. 

Pharma should collect consented information since 
anonymisation defeats its very purpose. One way to safely sustain 
de-identifi ed data is social  media: community building and 
delivering quality content.

Blackport explains: “When you move to the anonymous 
spectrum of things, you generally lose the opportunity to make 
a diff erence...  there is this huge interplay in health trying to say: 
‘How do we maintain privacy as much as possible but also still 
maintain utility?’”

He advises against reticence: “Rather than meeting regulatory 
requirements, try to exceed them. Build privacy into your 
mechanisms. Doing what we can now protects the use of data 
for the development of medicine in the future and may just build 
trust in pharma.”

Pharma has made good use of vast swathes of patient information, 
but with the proliferation of privacy laws, this supply will 
inevitably transform from a torrent into a trickle. If pharma takes 
proactive strides, transparently communicating the utility of data, 
a more collaborative partnership with patients can commence, 
founded on trust and consent.

PATIENT DATA: 
OPTING IN 
OR OUT?

If people trust what

you’re doing and you’re

transparent, they’re more

likely to say, ‘go ahead’
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If you don’t have a consistent
expectation or harmonised definition, 

it is hard to implement transparency

MAKING A 
COMMITMENT TO 
TRANSPARENCY

resulting in clinical trial duplication. Not only is duplication 
wasteful, but it is potentially dangerous. “There have been 
cases where research participants have been exposed to active 
ingredients known to be harmful, but the results of the trial have 
never been published. People have got really hurt from that,”  
says Miller.

For a people-centric industry, it’s crucial that pharma prioritises 
patients. “It’s important for respecting the autonomy of the 
patient who has consented to a clinical research trial. People think 
that it’s going to add value, because that is what they are told 
when they consent. It’s not respecting the patients who contribute 
to a study if you’re not publishing the results and just abandoning 
it,” adds Broughton.

Implications for patient care aside, science builds on what has 
come before. Assembling knowledge in the public domain is 
imperative in steamrolling pharma’s shared goal. In 2015, Bioethics 
International identified this knowledge gap and created the ‘Good 
Pharma’ scorecard: a standardised means of assessing data sharing 
practices that annually ranks the ethical performance of pharma 
companies and encourages data sharing policies. 

“We want doctors to practise evidence-based medicine. That’s a 
challenge if you don’t have all the evidence in the public space. 
First and foremost, we need the clinical trial data and results to be 
public, so physicians have the best information possible,” explains 
Miller, calling for an institutional commitment. “Most large 
pharma companies have generally made that commitment. It’s the 
medium and smaller ones that now need to.”

Pharma’s commitment to transparency is widespread and 
optimistic, but it requires converting into institution-wide action. 
For the benefit of patients, public health, and in the interest of 
long-term innovation, institutional commitment to clinical trial 
transparency is necessary for evidence-based medicine to become 
a reality.

T   he solemnly sworn pledge taken by pharmaceutical 
companies to share their clinical trial data has  
resounded throughout the industry for decades. The 
intention may be genuine and unanimous, but how far 

does this verbal commitment truly translate into action? It may be 
time for pharma to consider renewing their vows, so they are less 
akin to a well-meaning verbal sentiment and instead resemble a 
quantifiable benchmark, rooted in accountability and evidence.

 
In truth, the word ‘transparency’ is frustratingly ambiguous and 
without a homogenous consensus, it is hard to gauge the true 
extent of progress. “If you don’t have a consistent expectation 
or harmonised definition, it is hard to implement transparency, 
but even harder to measure and benchmark progress. Without 
being able to benchmark, I think progress is slower,” explains Dr. 
Jennifer Miller, Founder, Bioethics International. 

Pharma’s public commitment to data sharing is sincere, but 
beyond the verbal pledge of ‘I will’, the industry finds itself 
wading through a muddy morass without guidance. “The progress 
toward a more open science in clinical trial transparency has 
been slow but steady,” says Miller. Following this, a perceived lack 
of transparency undermines the confidence felt by healthcare 
professionals, researchers, and patients:“Ultimately, you need a 
trustworthy biotech and pharmaceutical sector if you don’t want 
things like vaccine hesitancy.”

With the explosion of big data, it is more important than ever 
that pharma sets ethical standards by publishing all clinical trial 
results. “If you don’t publish negative results, you get a false 
impression of the data around a particular intervention and of 
the efficacy of some treatments,” explains Dr. Nick Broughton, 
Founding Partner, Ethos Ethics and Compliance.

“Clinical trial results should be made available in lay language, 
understandable for non-scientific persons,” explains  
Sigrid Achenbach, Head of Clinical Trial  
Transparency, Bayer.

One of the more consequential risks of failing to 
publish is the squandering of time and money, 

Words by Michaila Byrne

Loneliness will impact each of us throughout our 
lifetimes, for both fleeting and more lingering 
durations. Whilst you may feel lonely when your dinner 
party guests depart to their respective houses, or in a 

room full of strangers that all seem to share a connection, for 
most, this feeling is temporary and you still feel aligned with the 
world you are a part of. 

The sense of belonging can be compromised for people affected 
by chronic illness: a daily barrier to how other people are 
conducting and experiencing their lives. Considering that 
loneliness can evolve into a health issue in its own right – said to 
be more dangerous than obesity and the equivalent of smoking 
15 cigarettes a day – it is important for the healthcare industry to 
look up and take notice.   

“Patients frequently feel that others are unsympathetic to, or 
uncomfortable with, their disease, leading many to withdraw and 
limit their contact with friends and loved ones,” explains Marina 
Ness, Director of Research, Inspire – a healthcare social network.  

Expressing sympathy and understanding can be difficult for those 
closest to the patient, with intentions to empathise mitigated by 
the fact they are not experiencing the disease themselves. It is 
therefore important that the healthcare industry creates spaces 
for patients to find kinship and plays a role in educating friends, 
family, and the wider public about health conditions. 

Previously, this responsibility would have fallen to local healthcare 
providers; however, the rise in patients accessing information 
online has split and spread these tasks to other strands of the 
healthcare sector.  

Patient advocacy groups, health agencies, clinical research 
organisations, and the pharmaceutical industry can now foster 
patient kinship by partnering and funding healthcare social 

Words by Isabel O’Brien

networks, such as Inspire, which houses thousands of forums 
for both common and rare diseases. These virtual communities 
allow patients to exchange information and support, and for 
pharma, they grant access to critical patient insights and a bank 
of potential clinical trial candidates.  

“In partnering with Inspire, life science companies are joining 
our mission to accelerate medical progress through engaged 
and connected patients,” says Ness.

The industry can also positively impact patients by 
collaborating on disease awareness campaigns, which can spark 
dialogues and bust myths surrounding chronic illness. The 
campaign #IAmNumberSeventeen, initiated and funded by 
Takeda, in alliance with a multitude of patient organisations, is 
emblematic of this dual objective. Not only did it give voice to 
17 different rare diseases, but also highlighted that 1 in 17 people 
in the UK will receive a rare disease diagnosis. Campaigns that 
both inform and de-stigmatise will need to grow in the coming 
years, given the psychological benefit of patients feeling that 
they are part of the public dialogue and are being heard. 

“We need to start to see ‘information as a therapy’ in its own 
right,” says Mark Duman, Chief Patient Officer, MD Healthcare 
Consultants. “All disease awareness campaigns and patient 
support programmes should include a call to action which asks 
‘participants’ to reach out to others – in person, through social 
media, and through faith and community groups. Belonging 
makes us live longer.” 

The day-to-day challenges of dealing with chronic disease 
can be varied, but feelings of loneliness and isolation are 
often universal. It is time for pharma to invest further in this 
common side-effect of long-term illness; the industry is well-
positioned to ensure that every patient feels acknowledged and 
at one with the wider room. 

PUTTING A STOP TO  
PATIENT LONELINESS 

Patients
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INTEGRATING 
WELLNESS INTO 
TREATMENTS

Young people today have a well-documented, 
bolstered interest in their own well-being 
compared with the generations that have 
preceded them. Deep-fried school dinners and 

binge drinking fluorescent alcohol shots are no longer 
key milestones of the coming-of-age experience, rather 
these are etchings of a past where wellness products 
smelled of incense and occupied a small corner of the 
high street chemist. 

 “Generation X through millennials clearly rank health 
and wellness as a high priority, as percentages with 
gym memberships increase annually along with use of 
connected health devices,” says Graham Jones, Director 
of Innovation, Novartis. 

These generations have trailblazed the new era of 
wellness: a more proactive and holistic attitude to 
health, and in turn, wider society has hopped aboard 
and adopted greater responsibility and autonomy 

“As part of their patient-centricity and 
digitisation activities, pharma companies are 
getting more interested in better promoting and 
supporting wellness,” says Merat Bagha, Former 
Director of Marketing, Digital Health and Patient 
Care Business, Merck Group. 

Feeding the commodification of wellness will not 
create lasting opportunities for better well-being 
overall, rather, the pharma industry must seek to 
encourage, educate, and create reward cycles for 
the mindset shift that wellness commodification 
seeks to serve: people engaging with their own 
health on a deeper, more diverse level. 

Currently, it is smaller firms pioneering strategies 
of this nature: “Efforts are typically disease-
specific and include products and services 
focussed at providing education, support, 
engagement and in certain cases, monitoring and 
tracking,” says Bagha. “Companies such as Omada 
Health are leading the way in this regard, offering 
solutions for type II diabetes, hypertension, and 
behavioural health.” 

Omada Health’s digital health programmes are 
for patients with diseases in which lifestyle is a 
contributing factor. They use digital, data, and 
behavioral solutions to help patients proactively 
alter the course of their health journey. The shift 
toward wellness has created a demand and fertile 
habitat for programmes like this unlike anything 
that has been seen before. 

To truly encourage and accelerate this shift, 
large pharma companies will need to start 
incorporating programmes of this nature 
into their strategies, in the form of combined 
healthcare packages, as well as traditional 
medications, and work to engage HCPs with 
innovation in this area: “Given the critical 
function that the HCPs have at individual patient 
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of patients say they 
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health versus 22% who 
report being reactive
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A broader focus on wellness and 

prevention requires proper messaging,

targeted educational campaigns along

with sound clinical evidence

level, their role in making accessible, 
frontline, highly personalised medicines 
and tailored wellness programmes will be 
important,” says Jones.  

Engaging HCPs with such packages should 
be straightforward: “HCPs are equally 
excited about promoting wellness amongst 
their patients.  The potential to reduce 
workload and complications is enormous,” 
says Bagha. “However, HCPs are busy and 
inundated with information, and old habits 
are difficult to change.  A broader focus on 
wellness and prevention requires proper 
messaging, targeted educational campaigns 
along with sound clinical evidence.” 

Whilst patients today are demonstrating 
improved motivation in regard to their 
own health, as with all major changes, 
there will need to be strident efforts to 
engage the wider system with this new 
approach. This is where marketers will 
need to harness all their resources, creating 
a dialogue around this innovation and 
investing in research that corroborates 
the demand and benefit these fusion 
healthcare package can deliver. “Medical 
scientific liaisons and advisory boards 
formed by key opinion leaders also have the 
chance to shape this thinking,” says Bagha. 

The transition from reactive to pro-active 
treatments correlates with society’s new-
found focus on well-being, and the pharma 
industry must embrace wellness and adapt 
to steamroll this into improved overall 
outcomes for patients. The moment to 
react is now, as quickly as this generation’s 
priorities have shifted from late night 
excess to an early bedtime with a cup of 
herbal tea.

of diabetes,

of asthma, and

of schizophrenia 
patients expect a drug 
company go beyond 
providing medication

over their personal well-being. According to 
Anna Alexandrova, author of A Philosophy 
for the Science of Well-Being: “Well-being is a 
complex and multidimensional phenomenon. 
It encompasses a person’s emotional state, their 
sense of how they are doing relative to their values, 
and under some definitions it can even encompass 
their objective quality of life and flourishing.”

Given that each person’s perception of well-being 
is an individual, values-based judgement, it is 
obvious why a colossal wellness industry has 
emerged out of this psychological shift – there is a 
broad spectrum of consumer demands to be met. 
Wellness commodities, including apps, superfoods, 
and even homeopathic medicine like CBD, are 
populating stores and homes across the planet. 
But, whilst other industries cash in, how should 
the pharmaceutical industry respond to society’s 
new-found prioritisation for their well-being? 
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