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A uthenticity and 
virtuosity are 
essential traits for 
pharma to hold in the 

modern era, and the industry has 
to be seen as standing for more than 
just the creation and development 
of medicines. Growing the moral 
dimension of pharma forms a huge part of 
our feature article in this new issue of GOLD, 
which highlights how creativity can be harnessed for 
social causes.

When I attended the Cannes Lions Festival of Creativity with the team 
in June, it was awe-inspiring to hear about the ways the top creative 
brands in the world are engaging customers and, in particular, how 
these methods can be used for the benefit of patients in healthcare. 
As part of our official review of the event, we explore the growing role 
of design teams to enhance user experience in the industry, while an 
analysis takes place on how pharma can utilise the power of health 
data to unlock creativity. Not to forget, our catalyst for this issue is 
a pre-eminent figure from medical affairs: Dr Michael Devoy, Chief 
Medical Officer and Head of Medical Affairs and Pharmacovigilance at 
Bayer. 

Finally, I’d like to reflect on how far GOLD has come in just over a 
year since it was launched. The dedication the team have shown 
in improving the content and design issue-by-issue has been truly 
humbling, and hearing all the positive feedback we have received from 
across the pharma industry has inspired us to strive for bigger and 
better things in the future!  
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magazine in accordance with the Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial 4.0 (CC BY-NC 4.0) license. The views 
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News

5

SPOTLIGHT 

18
JUNE 

Sanofi and Google agree a collaboration 
for a joint virtual innovation lab, with 

the aim of using deep analytics to better 
understand key diseases and extract 

related patient insights.

AUGUST 
1

GSK and Pfizer complete their 
deal to combine their consumer 

healthcare businesses into a world-
leading joint venture.

AUGUST 
14

Victor Bulto is appointed as the 
new President of Novartis’ US 

pharmaceutical business.

26
JUNE

A definitive transaction agreement 
worth approximately $63 billion 

for AbbVie to buy Allergan is 
reached.

JULY
10

Research finds that data sharing in 
‘Big Pharma’ of clinical research is 

improving, with 95% of trials sharing 
results publicly within the first 6 

months of FDA approval, highlighting 
a shift towards better transparency.

CEO of Mylan, Heather Bresch, 
announces she will be stepping down 

from her role once Mylan’s merger 
with Pfizer’s Upjohn business is 

concluded in mid-2020

JULY
24

Former Novartis and AstraZeneca 
CFO Jonathan Symonds is named 

as the next Chairman of GSK, 
effective as of 1st September.

JULY
3

LEO Pharma’s acquisition of Bayer’s 
prescription dermatology business is 
completed, providing LEO with the 

global product rights for this business, 
with the exception of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan.

JULY
24

The first medical cannabis clinic in 
the UK opens, which could signal 

the beginning of a new era of 
marijuana medication research for 

pharma to pursue. 

JUNE 
28

Former FDA commissioner Scott 
Gottlieb joins Pfizer’s board of 
directors, 85 days after leaving  

the FDA.

JULY 
11

Christi Shaw is appointed the new 
CEO of Gilead-owned cell therapy 
company, Kite Pharma, and she’ll 

leave her current position as Chief of 
Eli Lilly Biomedicines by the end  

of August.

JULY
29

10
JUNE 

Paul Hudson is appointed as 
the new CEO of Sanofi as of 1st 
September, leaving his post as 

CEO of Novartis.

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

have emerged during the last quarter, which we believe are having the 

most profound impact on the pharmaceutical industry. As can be seen 

below, this period has seen a lot of change, with many new collaborations 

formed and executive appointments made.
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Gen Z want their 
brands to be story 

living

of Gen Z use social 
media for health 
advice/information, 
compared to 

of baby boomers 

29%

4%
Source: Pegasus, 2019

For marketers, generation change 
represents a time of mixed emotions:  
old certainties disappear as new 
windows of opportunity open. As the 

kids of Generation Z start to come of age, 
loosely termed as those born after the mid 90’s, 
a question is posed to pharma: who are this 
new generation and what is important to them? 
Defined by technology, cultural aggregation, and 
fluidity when it comes to identity and beliefs, it 
may prove difficult for marketers to categorise 
Gen Z into homogenised groups. How do pharma 
future proof themselves against a strong cohort  
of 2 billion who are expected to account for  
40% of all consumers by 2020?

While millennials have been defined as the 
generation that consumes experiences, the 
search for authenticity is at the root of Gen 
Z’s behaviour. As digital natives, Gen Z have 
experienced information overload since day 
one, and whereas earlier generations lap up 
information from every news watering hole, 
whether true or false, Gen Z are reading with a 
more critical eye. “The trust of Gen Z in pharma 
and healthcare is rapidly on the decline”, says 

WHY GEN Z 
ARE IGNORING 
YOUR 
CONTENT, 
AND HOW TO 
CHANGE THAT

Words by Louise Rogers

Marketing - Cannes Lions 
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The most important thing to 

know is that this generation has 

high expectations of your brand

12%

16%

15%

18%

19%

Social Media 

In-person

Ads

Chat

Company Blogs

Email

Source: Campaign Monitor, 2019

Gen Z’s preferred channel 
when engaging with a brand

20%

Andrea Bell, Director, WGSN Insight. This, alongside the 
current record levels of distrust in authority figures like 
the government and medical establishments, demands 
attention from the industry to up the ante in order to 
align their strategies with the priorities of Gen Z, so they 
can be heard and can establish trust. 

Speaking for healthcare marketers at this year’s Cannes 
Lions is Andrea Palmer, President, Publicis Health Media: 
“As brands we need to figure out how we get information 
out in a credible, meaningful, authentic way. We have an 
onus to be out there, telling the right stories, and making 
sure the right people are influencing the conversations.” 

Although Gen Z are typically more cognizant of digital 
privacy compared to their predecessors, they are avid 
users of social media, using the platforms as their go-to 
source of ‘infotainment’. 98% of Gen Z learn about new 
products via social media and when it comes to brands, 
they are looking for compelling content not directly 
related to the product they are selling – quintessential 
for pharma with its strict product advertising laws. 
Finding methods to advocate medicines, without the 
pushy intentions of selling, will establish a company’s 
altruism and is likely to resonate with the new generation. 
One company utilising these methods is LEO Pharma: 
the company published a series of videos featuring 
key opinion leaders on their YouTube channel to raise 
awareness and educate patients on diseases and 
treatments. 95% of Gen Z report using YouTube and 
71% report watching >3 hours of online video per day, 
highlighting the huge opportunity that video presents.

Like a toddler before bedtime, Gen Z are demanding 
more than just storytelling. “Gen Z want their brands to 
be story living”, YoungHee Lee, Global Chief Marketing 
Officer, Samsung Electronics, tells the audience at Cannes 
Lions. “They are dreamers with a purpose; they want the 

world to be a better place and they are ready 
to act. The most important thing to know is 
that this generation has high expectations of 
your brand. They want more than just words 
and they want us to help them live their life 
and live their dreams.” 

Another result of the generational distrust 
in the health system is a changed mindset, 
from healthcare to selfcare; Gen Z represents 
the ultimate wellness consumer and take a 
holistic view to their health and wellbeing. 
“Wellness, convenience, and transparency 
represent a very new age of healthcare.” In 
a world riddled with anxiety, work burnout, 
and constant connectivity, it is not surprising 
that people are swapping medication for 
meditation. As the wellness industry reaches 
over $4 billion in worth, the message is clear: 
good health is good business. We heard it: 
Gen Z want industries to help them live 
their lives. If pharma can provide digital 
wellness solutions either to complement their 
medications or as stand alone, and show they 
are living their patient centred values, then 
they may have a chance with the generation 
who seem to be playing hard to get. Johnson 
& Johnson fully embraced wellness in 2015 
when the company formed a whole new health 
and wellness division. Programmes focussing 
on wellness and prevention, behavioural 
health, and chronic disease support, show the 
company’s commitment to improving quality 
and vitality of life. 

“Gen Z are very different from the others”, 
concludes Lee. “They are driven by values, 
they want the world to be authentic in real 
time, and they want a direct relationship with 
the brand and for their values and beliefs to 
be shared.” 

An industry class in mindfulness would not 
go amiss, to align with the new wellness 
lifestyle, which seems to come as second 
nature to the new age. Pharma need to meet 
Gen Z with genuine, real-time content, which 
speaks directly to this digitally entrenched 
generation.

 Cannes Lions - Marketing



Category 

THEY 
[BUSINESSES] 
ARE NOT JUST 
THINKING 
ABOUT RETURN 
ON INVESTMENT, 
THEY ARE 
THINKING 
ABOUT RETURN 
ON DOING GOOD

8
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Pharma is seeing a host of ground-breaking 
innovations, with companies developing 
new technologies that are changing patients’ 
lives and helping to develop a more patient-
centric industry. 

Pharma are harnessing the healing hands of creativity, 
reaching people across the globe to address many pressing 
health and social issues. In return, they are seeing huge 
levels of brand exposure: combining tradition with 

technology to improve diagnosis rates or seeing campaigns go viral 
by telling patient stories that evoke emotions. Doing good is no 
longer just a PR project, it is an invaluable business strategy, and 
one that companies must invest more time, money, and creative 
energy into. In a world where 91% of millennials will switch to a 
brand that is associated with a cause, it is essential that the industry 
project their creativity for the greater good.

Words by Kirstie Turner 

Cannes Lions - Marketing



All we did was look at 
the world around us 
for inspiration

Source: Forbes, 2018

Source: Marketing Tech, 2017

of consumers will 
pay more for a 
brand’s products if 
it supports a cause 
that is important 
to them 

of consumers want 
brands to help them 
be more ethical and 
environmentally 
friendly in their 
daily lives 

49% 

88% 

Proctor and Gambles’ Vicks truly is an exemplar of using 
their position to do good. They used a creative new 
approach to marketing in their #TouchofCare campaign, 
which shares the stories of unique individuals across India 
and the Philippines. At Cannes Lions, Ajay Vikram, Chief 
Creative Officer, Publicis Singapore says: “We didn’t write 
stories; we actually became journalists. All we did was look 
at the world around us for inspiration.” It was important 
that they really showed they care about the cause by staying 
true to themselves. 

The time and money invested in this project is undoubtedly 
paying off. Their ‘Just a Boy’ advert, which showed a 
woman taking in a baby with HIV, has >12 million views 
on YouTube. Maithreyi Jagannathan, Associate Brand 
Director Healthcare IMEA, Procter & Gamble, says: “In a 
survey done by the Economic Times, our [Vicks’] ranking 
in most trusted brands had gone up by 18 points”. This 
put them in the top 10 for most trusted healthcare and 
personal care brands. Their consumer base shows growth 
of 6.5 million households, demonstrating that consumers 
are responding well. 

And goodness truly does multiply. Vicks set up a fund to 
help the people they featured. They used the power of 
storytelling in ‘Generations of Care’: Gauri Sawant has 
raised an orphan but is not legally allowed to adopt the 
child because she is transgender. The campaign snowballed; 
it was featured across the world, including in The New 
York Times, and Gauri has become the face of a movement. 
She says that Vicks have transformed her life; she gained a 
platform and Vicks gained an abundance of attention from 
the media. Being transgender has since been decriminalised 
in India. 

Another incomparable example of pharma 
using creativity to do good is McCann Health 
Shanghai’s ‘Breath of Life’ initiative, which 
is the winner of a Cannes Gold Lion and 
the Grand Prix in the Cannes Lions’ pharma 
category. Chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease affects >100 million people in China, 
but they only have a diagnosis rate of <7%. 
‘Breath of Life’ is an app with the mission of 
improving these statistics. 

The app is accessed through ‘WeChat’, 
China’s multi-purpose app with >1 billion 
users. Users blow onto the phone to create a 
drawing of a tree on the screen; it is inspired 
by China’s traditional blow painting. The tree 
grows according to the strength of breath 
and is then categorised. If the tree does not 
reach 70% growth, users are encouraged to 
go for a check-up. There are a range of tree 
styles and flowers to choose from, creating 
a personalised image that they can share on 
social media with the hope of reaching more 
potential patients to test. 

The accolades this project has obtained 
speak volumes for the exposure and praise 
that McCann are receiving for this unique 
app that has the potential to help millions 
of people. They are turning something that 

can be unappealing, thinking 
about a health check-up, into 
an art form that honours a 
Chinese tradition. With 713 
million Chinese smartphone 
users, the possibilities for 
good, and for growth, are vast. 
Matt Eastwood, Global Chief 
Creative Officer, McCann 

Health, says: “They [businesses] are not just 
thinking about return on investment, they 
are thinking about return on doing good.” 

10



Vicks’ ‘Touch of Care’  
India and Philippines 

 
McCann Health’s ‘Breath of Life’ 
China 

McCann Health’s ‘The Immunity Charm’ 
Afghanistan  

Viiv Healthcare’s ‘As Much as I Can’ 
USA  

Bayer’s ‘Smartread’ 
UK  

 
Amgen’s ‘Bübl Fashion’ 
Canada 

Vicks’ advertising campaigns tell the 
stories of inspirational people across 
India and the Philippines, shining a light 
on important topics such as transgender 
rights and stigma of skin disease. 

In the fight against COPD, McCann 
Health’s app allows users to breathe onto 
their smartphone and watch a tree grow. 
If the tree grows less than 70%, they are 
advised to seek medical advice.  

McCann Health are helping to fight stigma 
around vaccinations in Afghanistan by 
creating a bracelet that has beads to 
represent each vaccine. They are turning 
immunisation into a tradition. 

Bayer are working with Langland to help 
patients with macular degeneration by 
creating a first-of-its-kind large-print 
magazine that brings content and 
reassurance to an elderly, vulnerable 
population. 

Amgen are supporting Osteoporosis 
Canada in their campaign to shine a 
light on osteoporosis using the creative 
concept of bubble wrap fashion.  

Pharma’s Creativity for Good and Growth 
Around the World 

Source: Cannes Lions, 2019

Viiv Healthcare are giving a voice to black, 
gay men living with or are affected by HIV 
through their sponsorship and guidance 
of an immersive theatre experience that 
tells the story of four men who fit this 
description. 

The environment is also a growing concern for consumers: 
an area that GSK have begun to address. Marc Speichert, 
Chief Digital Officer, GSK Consumer Healthcare, speaks at 
Cannes Lions: “Pollution is absolutely massive. Some of the 
stats that we are seeing are pretty scary: roughly 7 million 
people die every year from complications due to pollution.” 
This is a vast and terrifying figure. Speichert asks: “From  
a data perspective, how do we help people manage this 
major issue?” 

When discussing GSK’s ‘DD&A for Good’ initiative, 
Speichert shares the app ‘DustSee’ which allows users to 
look through their camera and see which types of pollution 
are in the air and in what quantity. A mask is recommended 
in highly polluted areas. They use a creative design to 
engage users and encourage them to use the app. He also 
discusses ‘The Clean Breathing Institute’: “The mission of 
this institute was to really make an impact on everything 
around pollution. The ambition that we have is by 2025 to 
actually impact 300 million consumers or people that are 
in the most polluted areas.” He discusses how they will go 
about this: “We want to partner with 2.5 million healthcare 
practitioners and really equip them with the right tools and 
coaching mechanisms powered by data and DD&A to really 
minimise the impact of this major health crisis.” 

McCann Health also created a campaign with Kwality 
Dairy. India has a vitamin D-deficient younger generation; 
Kwality Dairy saw this problem and came up with a simple 
solution: The Noon Assembly. Swapping from a morning 
to midday assembly was an easy change for schools to make 
and the initiative was endorsed by doctors. Through this 
initiative and the advertising campaign that accompanied 
it, the brand got media coverage worth >$2 million; 
brainstorming a simple idea to do something good saw 
their brand exposure grow exponentially. This initiative 
highlights how collaborations with other industries can 
offer fruitful exposure for pharma companies.

Creative thinking and marketing are cultivating innovative 
solutions to health and social issues across the world. We 
are seeing simple, but effective, answers to health crises, 
and seeing inspirational individuals given a global platform 
to stand up and shout about their cause. Pharma are 
experiencing an explosion of creativity, proving that doing 
good and growing as a brand truly can go hand-in-hand. 

11
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The opportunity for 
healthcare brands 
here is huge

Word of the podcast is spreading: not in 
whispers, but what can only be described 
as sonic waves of the highest magnitude. 
The human voice is a powerful instrument; 

it gives us the unique ability to express thoughts and 
feelings through words, sounds, and melodies, and it 
empowers us to tell stories. The art of storytelling and 
listening has been a part of our culture since the beginning; 
so in a time of sensory overload, when brands broadcast 
their message to consumers through every possible method, 
the stripped back nature of podcasts seems to resonate 
with many, and only increases our insatiable appetite for 
the medium. How can pharma tune in and press play on 
the opportunity that podcasts present?  

Several individuals were singing podcast’s praises at this 
year’s Cannes Lions. “It enables a real connection between 
brand and content and allows them [the brand] to put 
their stamp on a topic that they want to become the 
authoritative voice on”, says Russell Goldsmith, Founder, 
Audere Communications. This concept holds true for 
most forms of content marketing; however, Goldsmith 
highlights that the commitment to developing regular 
podcast content is creating loyalty and trust with an 
audience who have already chosen to subscribe and 
download that content. “The opportunity for healthcare 
brands here is huge: they have the platforms and the 

distribution to create regular content, 
and they can use it to inform and educate, 
while building trust”, he says. This offers a 
unique opportunity for pharma, who are 
constantly working towards becoming a 
more trusted industry. 

In a world where our senses are 
increasingly bombarded, we are seduced 
by the podcast’s one demand: to listen. 
Hearing represents one of humans’ five 

basic senses, at one point in our existence vital for our 
survival, and today in our ability to connect with others. 
Podcasts give brands the opportunity to have one-on-one 
time with their listeners; they allow deeper individual 
connections to be formed and communities to be built 
between individuals who relate to a certain topic, for 
example patients experiencing the same condition and/
or going through a similar course of treatment. The BBC 
podcast series ‘You, me and the Big C: Putting the can 
in cancer’ launched in early 2018, and created a tour de 
force, featuring cancer bloggers telling their stories: the 

TALK OF THE TOWN: 
THE EARFLUENCE OF 
THE PODCAST
Words by Louise Rogers

Marketing - Cannes Lions
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There are more 
people in the 
US listening to 
digital audio than 
there are people 
watching video or 
on social media

languages

active podcasts

million episodes

700k

>29

>100 

Worldwide there are 
currently...

The Global State of Podcasting - Top 5  

53%

35%
Sweden

South Korea

Ireland 

SpainUS

39%

37%

35%

Source: MusicOomph, 2019 Source: Statista, 2019*Based on a survey of roughly 2,000 people in each country, conducted in Q1 2019.

content was difficult to hear but had the 
aim of normalising conversations around 
the condition. The podcast’s no-boundaries 
nature, told in a blackly comedic way, gave it 
its tagline of ‘the coolest club you never want 
to be a part of’. 

“Healthcare is rich with personal stories: 
hope in the face of despair, courage in the 
face of uncertainty”, says Zuleika Burnett, 

Executive Director, Creative 
and Innovation, Havas Life 
Medicom. “In the case of a lot 
of chronic disease, the answer 
doesn’t lie with taking a load 
of pills, but rather requires 
us to change our behaviour. 
This is where storytelling 
can help because changing 
behaviour can be difficult if 
you do not have a means to 
do so. It can help bridge the 
gap between understanding 
and motivation.” Patient-
aimed content is an area 

pharma could certainly capitalise on, helping 
draw on emotive narratives, which are likely  
to engage, include, and stimulate patients. 

The medium has taken flight in certain areas 
of the industry, with the main objective of 
getting more content out to more individuals. 
Gilead understands that the key to medical 
education throughout the product lifecycle 
was scientific engagement and exchange in 
a way that went further than the traditional 
one medical professional visiting one doctor. 
“We have had great success with educational 

podcasts, interview style, where two doctors discuss 
specific topics of interest”, says Mike Elliott, VP Medical 
Affairs, Europe, Middle East & Australasia, Gilead. So 
far, Gilead have around 15 10-minute long podcasts to 
experiment better ways of engaging HCPs. “It’s a great 
package of what we call ‘nano learning’: a snapshot of 
one topic rather than having to access a journal online  
or go to a meeting.”

In 2018, in the UK, nearly 6 million adults tuned in every 
week to listen to podcasts; in the US this number was 26 
million. Representing one of the largest podcast hosting 
platforms was Spotify’s Chief Content Officer, Dawn 
Ostroff: “I recently saw a statistic that there are more 
people in the US listening to digital audio than there are 
people watching video or on social media.” She expresses 
her love for audio, telling the audience how, in 2018, she 
left her successful lifelong career in television and film 
because she believed that audio “is the next big thing, if 
it isn’t already. The reason I believe in audio is because 
of its ability to reach so many people in a unique way. It 
allows people to become informed and entertained. It’s 
allowing people to have different experiences they may 
not otherwise have had, and it’s opening up a world to 
people. It gives brands the opportunity to tell their story 
in a way that is unique. We [Spotify] have worked very 
hard with a lot of brands in music to find out what their 
story is and now we are doing the same with podcast.”

Podcasts are smashing the limitations that are associated 
with staring at screens. The voice in its raw form is 
slicing through the noise of other mediums to deliver 
an uncomplicated message. The message being sent is 
clearly audible: pharma must integrate podcasts into 
their strategy and establish a strong position on this 
platform of new-found ‘earfluence’.

Cannes Lions - Marketing
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Dr Michael Devoy is the Chief Medical 
Officer and Head of Medical Affairs and 
Pharmacovigilance at Bayer, a company 

where he has held several senior roles 
since 2007. We spoke to Michael about 

a range of topics, including why he first 
joined the pharma industry, patient 
engagement strategies, and the key 

to successful collaborations between 
pharma and not-for-profit organisations.

Innovation isn’t just new 
medicines and diagnostic 
inventions, but also creativity 
in all aspects of what we do.

Catalyst  
of  
Pharma 

Interview 

Michael Devoy
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MA has become 
increasingly central to 
what pharmaceutical 
companies do.

FOLLOWING COMPLETION OF YOUR 
MEDICAL TRAINING, WHAT INSPIRED 

YOU TO START A CAREER IN THE 
PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY IN THE 

EARLY 1990S? 
 

When I studied medicine, I also did an additional 
honours year in pharmacology and through that I was 
exposed to scientists from the Wellcome Foundation. 

Therefore, I had a fascination both with what medicine 
could do to impact disease, as well as the research and 

development side of things. I then trained in general 
medicine and spent time in specialist areas such as 

nephrology and diabetes. From these experiences, I 
found that I wanted to combine my interests in science 
and medicine while driving better care for patients, so I 
started off in the pharmaceutical industry in the area of 
early clinical development. It was really to link together 

science, research, and medical practice in order to have a 
greater impact on patient lives than I maybe would as an 

individual physician. 

TO WHAT EXTENT HAS THE 
ROLE OF A MEDICAL AFFAIRS 
PROFESSIONAL EVOLVED SINCE 
YOU FIRST BEGAN WORKING IN 
THE INDUSTRY? 
 
I think it’s changed enormously over that time. 
MA as a distinct area really started around the 
early to mid-1990s and I’ve seen it develop 
enormously over the last 20 years. What I have 
observed is that MA has become increasingly 
central to what pharmaceutical companies 
do and how they bring their innovations to 
physicians and patients. They have also become 
a strategic partner together with R&D and 
commercial colleagues. At one time its function 
was simply to answer medical enquiries and 
maybe occasionally talk to physicians, but in the 
modern pharmaceutical industry it’s become a key 
pillar of how we develop our medicines and make 
them available to physicians and patients. And 
in practical terms, MA is often in the forefront 

of areas like medical science liaison, which 
was pretty embryonic at the start of my career 
but is now a key interface between companies 
and physicians in terms of discussing and 
understanding the science and medicine behind 
the products we are bringing to patients.  

IN 2017, YOU MADE THE PLEDGE 
#WEWONTREST TO ENGAGE PATIENTS 
AND ENSURE THEIR VOICES ARE 
HEARD AND THEIR NEEDS ADDRESSED. 
WHAT ROLE DO YOU AND YOUR TEAM 
PLAY IN CHAMPIONING THE PATIENT 
PERSPECTIVE? 
 
I’m very passionate about bringing the patient 
voice into everything we do. Bayer was an active 
supporter of the #WeWontRest campaign and 
myself and many of my colleagues took part in it. 
For Bayer, putting patients at the heart of what we 
do has been key for us for as long as we’ve existed 
and we have a corporate mission ‘Science for a 
Better Life’, which goes across all our divisions, 

Catalyst of Pharma 
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We believe 
strongly in 
our overall 
responsibility 
to society.

MA has become 
increasingly central to 
what pharmaceutical 
companies do.

not just pharmaceuticals. In the last few years, there has 
been more engagement with patient advocacy groups and 
caregivers, particularly in MA. We now try to bring that 
patient voice into the front and centre of our activities. 

At Bayer we also have something called the patient insights 
and engagement (PIE) network, which is not a top-down 
initiative, but one where colleagues come together across 
our organisation who have that passion to listen to the 
patient voice in their daily work, whether that’s in R&D, 
commercial, regulatory affairs, MA, or any other function. 
We’ve found that’s a very productive way of sharing 
insights, passions, and best practice across our organisation. 
 
ONE OF THE KEY THEMES IN THIS ISSUE 
OF GOLD IS CREATIVITY. DO YOU THINK 
CREATIVITY IS KEY IN DEVELOPING 
SOLUTIONS FOR CHALLENGES SUCH AS 
PATIENT ENGAGEMENT?  
 
Absolutely. In my mind, innovation isn’t just new medicines 
and diagnostic inventions, but also creativity in all aspects 
of what we do, particularly in areas such as patient 
engagement. Patients clearly want to be more engaged 
in decisions about their health and, therefore, we should 
understand what their needs and expectations are. And 
we should be thinking of them not simply as patients, but 
as customers too. In other industries, we see companies 
like Amazon take very imaginative customer-centric 
approaches and I think that’s something all of us experience 
in our daily lives. We then wonder why in healthcare, for 
example when we get a hospital appointment or find out 
test results, instead of it being a simple interaction, it is 
a complex and time-consuming journey. I think that is 
because in healthcare we still have a long way to go to have 
a customer-centric view of what we’re doing. 
 
HAVING BEEN INVOLVED IN NUMEROUS 
PARTNERSHIPS WITH NOT-FOR-PROFIT 
ORGANISATIONS AS CMO OF BAYER, 
WHAT ARE THE KEY LESSONS YOU HAVE 
LEARNT ABOUT HOW PHARMA CAN 
ENSURE SUCH COLLABORATIONS HAVE 
THE HIGHEST POSSIBLE IMPACT? 
 
At Bayer we believe strongly in our overall responsibility 
to society. Our goal is to find innovations that have a 
meaningful impact on some of the major challenges of our 
time in healthcare. We also want to do that in a sustainable 
way, and make that progress available on as wide a scale as 
possible so that it benefits people regardless of their income 
or what part of the world they live in. This is not something 
one company can do alone so we’ve involved ourselves in 
a lot of partnerships to improve healthcare. For example, 
we have a long-term collaboration in the area of neglected 
diseases which are not in the forefront of pharmaceutical 
R&D, where we’ve been supporting the World Health 
Organization (WHO) in the fight against Chagas disease 

and African sleeping sickness with drugs free of charge 
and financial assistance for logistics and distribution. 
What we’ve learnt is that it is always important to have a 
collaborative effort across a wide range of stakeholders, 
including non-governmental organisations, physicians, 
and governments. You need to bring all those partners 
together in a constructive and appropriate way to get 
solutions.

FINALLY, IF YOU HAD TO PICK TWO 
PEOPLE WHO HAVE INSPIRED YOU THE 
MOST THROUGHOUT YOUR CAREER, 
WHO WOULD THEY BE? 
 
One is my father, who was an engineer and he always 
encouraged me to grasp opportunities, take on challenges, 
and be confident that I can always solve and achieve 
something. The other was a boss who I had quite early on  
in my pharma career who told me something which I’ve 
used as a personal mantra and tell people who work for me 
now. He once said to me: ‘Mike why do you keep asking me 
for permission? I’d rather you take the decision and then 
come back and ask for forgiveness’. I thought that was good 
advice and it has stuck with me ever since.

Catalyst of Pharma 
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It is an exciting time  
to be part of MA!

As the responsibilities of medical 
affairs continue to mushroom, 
so too do the grey clouds of 
misunderstanding, casting a 

shadow on the duties carried out by the 
department. There is no dispute over the 
value MA brings, which is heavily cemented 
in pharma’s foundations, but with a recent 
swing towards strategy, from a decade ago 

where supportive held a majority of the 
seats, other parties seem unsure as to the 
department’s day-to-day role. To shift from a 
weather forecast of cloudy with a chance of 
misconception, GOLD spoke to three MA 
professionals to shed light on the affair. 

Akin to any role, in any industry, a day 
will differ depending on hierarchy and the 
company itself; however, the core of the 
business stays within scope. “This [the core] 
may include pharmacovigilance, medical 
information, medical communications, 
reviewing approvals of promotional and 
non-promotional materials, internal training, 
and key opinion leader management”, says 
Michal Konstacky, Global Medical Affairs 
Specialist. He details the role into three 
moieties: the core; the second layer, including 
responsibilities such as team management, 

launch plan contributions, and patient advocacy management; and the 
outer layer, which includes social media engagement, risk mitigation 
programmes, and gathering competitive intelligence. “It’s hard to 
describe a typical day because not one is the same. Typically, I travel 
1–2 days a week; a day is spent in meetings with medical, marketing, 
and leadership teams; at least three times a week we discuss upcoming 
congress’ and symposia; afternoons may be spent meeting clinical 
development and reviewing updates to clinical studies.” He emphasises 
that some roles are so specialised, there are separate dedicated 
departments. 

Representing this MA demographic is Teodora Festini, Global Medical 
Franchise Head of Immunology, Sandoz, who works to design, 
implement, and execute the MA strategy for immunology products, 
ensuring alignment with the company’s overall strategy. “My morning 
starts with a short discussion with my team; a clear overview of 
their tasks allows me to coordinate their work and advance them as 
individuals and us as a team – [this is] crucial for us to deliver and grow 
successfully as a company.” Leadership meetings with medical and 
other departments govern parts of her day; it is therefore surprising 
how MA promotion, from a side-line substitute to centre field in the 
starting line-up, has not been recognised by all. “I was shocked by the 

MEDICAL  
A DAY IN THE LIFE
Words by Louise Rogers

AFFAIRS 

Medical Affairs
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I was shocked by the outcomes 
of a survey, asking other 
functions what they thought 
the role of MA was

outcomes of a survey, asking other functions what they 
thought the role of MA was”, comments Festini. “The 
results revealed a huge ignorance, with MA still only seen 
as supportive. But it also opened my eyes to how much 
more we need to show our value; we can do this through 
more proactive work, and not being tied to mandatory 
requirements, which consume our time.”

Current department set up and limited resources inhibit 
proactive work, something which is desired among 
employees. Reactive work constitutes the core duties, 
while proactive work represents that which becomes 
visible through long-term strategy development, and 
where medical knowledge is priceless: “Understanding 
the patient journey and addressing it correctly enables 
commercial teams to hit the correct target. Medical teams 
can recognise existing gaps in treatment options, HCP 
challenges, and patient needs”, says Festini. 

As Medical Director for Merck KGaA, UK & Ireland, 
Belinda Byrne holds a managerial and representative role: 
“In my role I provide strategic direction and leadership, 
while supporting the department in helping the business 
meet its strategic priorities.” Byrne starts her day with 
a cup of coffee and reviews her emails and calendar, 
putting a plan in place to ensure she achieves her daily 
goals. Meetings dominate Byrne’s day too, varying from 
leadership team meetings, clinical trial discussions, budget 
reviews, 1:1 meetings with team members, and franchise-
specific business reviews. “At Merck there is a focus on the 
three Ms: medical, marketing, and market access. From 
HCP, we gather insights to help provide strategic direction 
and keep up to date on treatment guidelines. We work 
with marketing to help craft scientific messages, which 
resonate with customers while being compliant. And we 

work closely with market access to inform on economic 
models, providing information on patient pathways, 
demographics, and epidemiology.” She hones in on the fact 
that no two days are the same, “[which is] by far the best 
thing about my role. It is so inspiring to be a part of the 
fast pace scientific discovery and development, enabling 
tolerable treatment options. It is an exciting time to be a 
part of MA!”

“That is the easiest question to answer”, remarks Festini 
when asked what the best part of her role is. “It’s seeing the 
impact we have on patients; being able to co-create with 
key experts in the field and really change the standard of 
care and outcomes for patients. This comes as a result of 
many pieces assembled together, which only a MA function 
can complete. Organising targeted educational and 
awareness projects, which can result in measurable changes 
in patient outcomes, makes me proud of the work I do.”

As the clouds of misunderstanding surrounding the role 
of MA begin to disperse, the varying opportunities and 
challenges the department face on a daily basis become 
clearer. The future for individuals in the MA department is 
forecast to be clear and bright; as the role continues to take 
on a weight of responsibility, MA will be a part of creating 
a unique strategy, which will yield a competitive advantage 
for their company and better outcomes for both physician 
and patient.

Medical Affairs
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Part of the problem is that 
people are afraid to talk 
about their mental health

A Journey Through Mental Health 
in the Pharma Workplace 

WHO officially recognise ‘Burnout’ 
as a diagnosable disease 2019  

Havas Lynx and Novartis sign the 
Time to Change pledge 2018  

A survey by Wrike shows that 94% 
of workers feel stressed at work 2018  

There are 488,000 cases of 
workplace stress reported in the UK

2015–
2016  

2.5 million people have improved 
attitudes towards mental health 
from 2011 

2015  

Lundbeck sign Time to Change’s 
pledge 2014  

Janssen sign Time to Change’s 
pledge 2013  

Time to Change hold an event in 
the UK’s Parliament, encouraging 
MPs to sign 

2013  

The cost of mental health for UK 
employers is estimated at £1,035 
per employee   

2007  

Start of a 10-year initiative on 
health, work, and wellbeing2005 

National Service Framework 
highlights importance of workplace 
support for mental health 

1999 

The Mental Health Act is passed 1983 

Problematic workspaces can wreak havoc with our mental 
health: a subject that has been rocketed into the forefront of 
many conversations. The World Health Organization (WHO) 
have now classified burnout as a diagnosable disease. But there 

is still a long way to go to properly tackle the issues. Pharma have a 
duty to look after their employees’ mental as well as physical health 
by making responsible choices in their internal work environments. 
Identifying the stakeholders who care about this as well as solutions to 
cleanse unhealthy work cultures is pivotal. 

To drive conversations around the highly complex environment of 
mental health, some companies and charities are collaborating on 
initiatives, such as Rethink Mental Illness and Mind’s ‘Time to Change’. 
This campaign aims to end discrimination and stigma surrounding 
mental health; employers have seen a 95% positive impact from 
the initiative. A host of pharma companies, including Novartis and 
Lundbeck, have signed the pledge to commit to making changes in 
their approach to mental health in the workplace and to ensure that 

PHARMA’S INTERNAL 
DUTY OF CARE

Words by Kirstie Turner

Human Resources - Cannes Lions  
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Consumers want to see evidence 
that the brands they care about 
care about this cause

Source: Time to Change, 2019 

people will 
experience a 
mental health 
issue 

of people calling 
in sick because of 
stress will give a 
different reason 

1/4

95%

the first: “Employees are saying that mental health is 
important in the workplace.” Mental health is a significant 
determinant of employee satisfaction and happiness, which 
can impact work quality and productivity. 

“The second lever that is being pulled, and the direction 
this is coming from, is the finance department”, says Gay. 
Mental health can cause absenteeism from work and is 
the leading cause of sickness from work in the UK. On 
average, this costs £1,305 per employee every year. Gay 
continues: “In many cases, people are feeling like they have 
to leave the work environment to take care of their own 
mental health.” It makes good business sense to take care 
of these employees from a finance point of view to reduce 
absenteeism costs and to improve productivity. 

The third stakeholder calling for better employee care is 
consumers. Gay discusses the rise of mental health in the 
list of consumers’ top issues: “Mental health was not even 
in the top 10 a couple of years ago; now, it is in the top 
3. It’s taken a gigantic leap where consumers want to see 
evidence that the brands they care about care about this 
cause.” We are seeing an increasing trend as consumers 
hold social responsibility in high esteem; addressing 
mental health openly can help pharma to improve their 
trustworthiness as an industry. 

While some companies have taken the pledge, there are still 
changes that must be made to create a better environment 
for employees. Delaney suggests that one key solution 
is enabling self-care: “Open office environments and all 
the different exposures that we have all day long make it 
really important that we find processes and ways to take 
moments where we just clear everything out of our heads 
and we take a moment to take care of ourselves.” It is 
critical that employees can ask for time for self-care when 
needed and that mental health takes precedent, just as 
physical health does. 

Mental health needs to be a priority for all industries 
and the conversations surrounding this are finally in 
flow. Pharma must ensure they are part of this important 
discussion, embracing the small changes in the workplace 
that can have a huge impact. While traction is being made, 
there is still a long journey ahead for complete transparency 
of mental health and removal of stigma. With an influx 
of employees experiencing work-related mental health, 
pharma’s demonstration of a commitment to change is a 
big step in the right direction. 

employees feel supported. The initiative 
works with these companies to put an action 
plan in place, and while some companies 
have committed, it is critical that the whole 
industry follows suit. 

Once they have pledged, pharma companies 
can begin to face some of the problems that 
are damaging to mental health: a concoction 
of unhealthy cultures, lack of personal space 
through open-plan offices and hot desking, 
and impossible timeframe expectations are 
all weighing down on employees’ mental 
wellbeing. But employees are not always in a 
position to open up about these challenges, as 
Kathy Delaney, Global Chief Creative Officer, 
Publicis Health, reminds us: “Part of the 
problem is that people are afraid to talk about 
their mental health.”  

It is important to recognise why campaigns 
such as this are so important for pharma to 
consider. There are three main stakeholders 
who are calling for better recognition and 
treatment of mental health. Katrina Gay, 
National Director, Strategic Partnerships, 
National Alliance on Mental Illness, outlines 

Canne Lions -  Human Resources
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Empathy is the strongest 
force for considerable 
change

With one in five people worldwide 
believed to be living with a form of 
disability, often as a consequence of 
disease, it is becoming increasingly 

inaccurate to label this group a minority. Creating 
new ways for these individuals to manage their 
disability outside of conventional health and social 
care structures is critical, both to improve the quality 
of life for patients and carers and to alleviate the 
increasing pressures on the healthcare sector. The 
recent growth of inventive solutions that enable 
disabled people to live more independently sets the 
scene for a discussion around the need for pharma 
to be marching their colours into this emerging 
battlefront. 

Crucially, helping people with disabilities to live 
more independently could provide substantial relief 
to health systems globally. This is becoming an ever 

more influential aspect in pharma’s overall 
mission statement. Modern technologies 
now provide possibilities for care and support 
that were simply unimaginable in the past. 
“Disruptive innovation often happens when 
you have a big problem to solve”, explains Erik 
Nordkamp, General Manager UK and Cluster 
Lead Europe Pfizer, at Cannes Lions. “And the 
big problem to solve is that governments are 
running out of money to pay for healthcare, 
and we know this is only going to get worse. 
Demographics are only going one way, and 
at the same time we have an incredible wave 
of transformative technologies […] which are 
potential solutions to this problem.”

Aside from health systems, there is also the 
large and growing informal carer community 
to consider, many of whom spend much of 
their lives looking after disabled relatives. 
Therefore, developing solutions that enable 
more independent living has the benefit of 
alleviating the significant burden that is often 
placed on the shoulders of the growing army 
of carers worldwide. This is a key step in 
pharma transforming into a more patient and 
carer centric industry.

A  DECLARATION  OF  
INDEPENDENT  LIVING

Words by James Coker 

Patient Centricity - Cannes Lions 
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We know that accessibility benefits 
all, but we still think of it as something 
that will only help a minority

Source: WHO, 2019

Source: Global Disability Summit, 2018

Source: The World Bank, 2019

people are estimated to 
require at least 1 assistive 
product by the year 2030

of people in the world who 
require assistive products/
services don’t have access  
to them 

people experience  
some form of disability 
worldwide

>2 billion

1 billion

90%

Did you know?

New technologies, such as artificial intelligence and 
augmented reality are already transforming the lives 
of disabled people dramatically. Yet, to date, there 
remains something of a gap in this market. “We know 
that accessibility benefits all, but we still think of it as 
something that will only help a minority. I really think 
that as a user, we all have the right to live in an inclusive 
world and we have the technology to make it possible”, 
comments Daniela Rubio, Digital Media Accessibility 
Consultant, who lives with blindness. 

One pertinent example of an innovation that is having 
a transformative impact on the day-to-day lives of the 
disabled community comes from the company Aira. With 
AI and AR technology, blind or low vision people can use 
an app on their smartphone to livestream the view from 
their phone’s camera to a remotely based agent, who then 
describes the view to the listener, helping them conduct 
their day-to-day lives. 

In one initiative, Aira has partnered with food stores to 
allow this service to be used free of charge. “We partnered 
with stores as we found most blind users don’t go alone to 
shop, they either ask someone else to go for them or ask 
family members to go with them”, explains Anirudh Koul, 
Head of AI and Research, Aira. “And stores have found that 
when they put this service in, 60–70% of their customers 
are people who have not been inside that store before”. 
This example highlights the potential societal and quality 
of life benefits of better accommodating this community. 

New technology is not necessarily a pre-requisite to 
innovation in this area. TBWA Mumbai, for instance, 
have created the world’s first ever eye language in an 
initiative named ‘Blink to Speak’, allowing people who 
are paralysed and limited only to eye movement, such as 
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis patients, to communicate 
vital words or sentences. This demonstrates that the most 
important innovations in this area are those born out of 
the purest of motivations. “Empathy is the strongest force 
for considerable change”, comments Parixit Bhattacharya, 
Chief Creative Officer, TBWA. “It’s really your empathy 
that makes you do things that you would not do 
otherwise.”

If developing solutions to help disabled people have more 
independent and fulfilling lives were to become another of 
pharma’s crucial goals, the effect could be similar to that of 
a mid-table football team suddenly acquiring the services 
of Lionel Messi ahead of a new season. In recent years, 
pharma has shown increasing adeptness at developing 
innovative healthcare solutions, as well as collaborating 
with companies from other industries with individual 
inventions. Big pharma also has the financial muscle 
and know-how to pick great ideas and inventions off the 
ground and place them into the hands of people who  
need them.

Disability is hugely prevalent across the globe, and the 
numbers are set to rise in view of ageing societies, placing 
a large burden on health workers and informal carers alike. 
Pharma, alongside other healthcare stakeholders, can work 
to find ways to alleviate this pressure as well as enhance 
quality of life of this community; innovative solutions 
that allow disabled people to live more independently are 
already making big waves in this direction, opening up a 
new avenue in their pursuit of patient centricity.

 Cannes Lions - Patient Centricity
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I believe medical 
leaders of the 
future should be 
more artistic and 
creative

Source: McKinsey, 2019

Transforming the 
culture and ways of 
working 

Lack of leadership 
and talent 

Establishing a 
clear vision and 
implementation plan 

Insufficent resources 

Overcoming 
technological 
bottlenecks  

01

02

03

04

05

Top 5 enablers/barriers to 
a successful transformation  
of a companyThe dynamics of leadership are changing. The 

traditional image of a leader, reminiscent of a 
19th Century naval Captain giving orders to his 
crew and expecting them to be obeyed without 

question, is moving aside for a much more inclusive, 
people-orientated approach. This mindset is occurring 
across many sectors, including the pharmaceutical industry, 
but how should this approach manifest in the realm of 
medical affairs, a department that is expected to be at 
the tiller, steering pharma through a new landscape of 
technological innovation, patient centricity, preventative 
medicine, and cross-sector collaboration?

It is firstly of the upmost importance for any leader to 
understand the vast range of skillsets that are needed to 
work in a modern MA department, moving far beyond 
the traditional requisite of technical and scientific 
knowledge. “The bar is high for MA talent”, says 
Mujgan Ates, Global Head of Medical Affairs, Advanced 
Accelerator Applications, a Novartis Company. “They 
need to collaborate with R&D colleagues and deeply 
understand the science; they should understand the rules 
and regulations governing the industry; and they should 
have the strategic thinking capabilities and have customer-
interaction skills. Focus is needed to systematically build 
the required skills and capabilities in the MA workforce.”

Aspiring MA leaders should therefore 
endeavour to experience a broad range of 
positions within the pharma sector and 
even the wider life-sciences industry, as MA 
increasingly works in sync with other areas of 
a pharma company, such as commercial and 
R&D, often helping liaise between them. “An 
in depth understanding of the environment, 
the fundamental role of MA, and broad 
knowledge of pharmaceutical development 
coupled with an appetite for continuous 
learning and competency in adapting to 
new technologies is needed. An excellent 
starting point is to gain formal accreditation 
in MA and become Board Certified via the 
Accreditation Council for Medical Affairs 
(ACMA). A curious mind is definitely a must”, 
opines Eric Bouilloux, Chief of Staff, Global 
Medical Affairs, Ipsen. 

For Ates though, being a modern MA 
leader is about much more than gathering 
knowledge. It should fundamentally be about 
understanding and helping their colleagues 
to reach their maximum potential, which is 
the foundation upon which MA will grow into 

A MEDICAL AFFAIRS  
GUIDE TO LEADERSHIP

Words by James Coker
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If you create a culture of reflection, 
after action reviews, and open feedback 
discussions, you’ll start to see what these 
things are and everyone can make the 
workplace better.

Source: McKinsey, 2019
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a lot about agile, adaptive leadership and collaboration, teams working 
together to bring out the best ideas and deliver those into our mission”, 
comments Dr Michael Devoy, Chief Medical Officer, Bayer.

Removing fear and even rewarding failure is also a crucial component 
of achieving such an environment. Allowing employees to learn from 
mistakes and be comfortable to share these experiences with their 
colleagues should be a key priority for a MA leader: “We [Bayer] provide 
opportunities for experience-based learning, helping employees to 
build mastery and rewarding them for the learning needed to get 
there. If you create a culture of reflection, after action reviews, and 
open feedback discussions, you’ll start to see what these things are and 
everyone can make the workplace better,” adds Devoy. 

The developing responsibilities of MA is a subject that has been 
broached on numerous occasions. Creating the culture and acumen 
within MA teams that are able to successfully fulfil these remits is the 

next, fundamental step, and responsibility falls to the leaders to make 
this happen. Leaders themselves should have substantial knowledge 
of broad swathes of the pharma and life-sciences industry, and ensure 
these insights are passed onto their colleagues. But more than that, to 
properly embrace a changing landscape and help ensure pharma moves 
forward together in it, MA teams should be collectively empowered to 
take the lead role.

its expanded brief. This is a concept referred 
to as servant leadership, focussing on the 
growth and wellbeing of people much more 
than a traditional ‘command and control’ 
approach. “I believe medical leaders of the 
future should be more artistic and creative, 
differentiated by an inspirational and 
engaging leadership style. Leaders should be 
able to capture hearts, minds, and emotions 
to drive the change and inspire teams to 
perform. Creating trust and engaging people 
at an emotional level is key”, she conveys.

MA leaders therefore must ensure those 
around them have the navigational tools they 
need to take the lead in plotting the direction 
of travel. “Mentoring of their teams is key 
for leaders. Providing individual coaching 
will help to develop high-performing 
world class MA teams. Developing a set of 
skills and behaviours will help to manage 
the challenges of a changing healthcare 
landscape”, outlines Ates.

This all links into MA’s need to establish a 
culture of innovation in a new world where 
digital technology and bold imaginative 
solutions are set to hold sway. Holding a 
flexible prose, listening to, and attempting 
new ideas and strategies is critical for any 
MA leader. A culture which allows new 
ideas to come from all quarters must be 
established. “Evolving our culture is the 
key enabler of our future success at Bayer, 
one that gives colleagues a sense of purpose 
and the opportunity to make a meaningful 
impact is important. On top of this, we think 
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Not only does data never sleep, it 
operates in complete overdrive. 
Google alone processes >40,000 
searches every second and 

>90% of the data we have collected to date 
is from the last 2 years. A certain dichotomy 
presents itself between data’s incredible and 
fateful possibilities: data science has often 
come under fire for unethical or unintended 
negative consequences, with privacy usually 
presenting as the biggest casualty, and the 
Cambridge Analytica saga is only adding more 
fuel to the fire. Saturated in the resultant 
smoke, individuals are often blind to the good 
data can do and is doing.   

“Availability of large repositories of data has 
enabled pharma to accelerate drug discovery 
and become more proactive in treating and 
getting healthcare to patients”, says Oodaye 
Shukla, Chief Data & Analytics Officer, HVH 
Precision Analytics. “And there are elements of 
data that we don’t even know about yet, which 
we will collect in the future.”

We have typically been reactive in the way 
we treat disease: we wait to get sick, visit the 
doctor, and rely on that person’s experience 
and knowledge to diagnose us. “Why don’t 
we turn that equation around and use the 
massive data sets and billions of records we 
have to diagnose before someone gets sick?”, 
asks Shukla. “In essence, it’s about therapies 
finding patients rather than patients seeking 
therapies.”

HVH use AI and machine learning to predict 
certain diseases. One example is their work 
towards detecting spinal muscular atrophy 
(SMA) in newborns. Each day that SMA goes 

undiagnosed, the condition becomes more fatal. So HVH 
partnered with US hospitals nationwide to stream the 
data being collected from newborns and apply machine 
learning techniques to detect those with SMA. “Currently 
we get one positive hit a day – we are then able to get those 
babies onto the right and appropriate therapies as soon as 
possible”, says Shukla. The company are currently using 
their systems to predict other rare diseases and unlock a 
healthier road for many. 

Data is the oil that fuels the digital economy, and so it 
becomes the hot topic in every conversation, especially 
in marketing. Marc Speichert, Chief Digital Officer, GSK, 
discusses GSK’s aim of becoming the leader in data-
driven healthcare marketing. “We are looking at how we 
get the next billion consumers into our portfolio”, he 
tells the audience at Cannes Lions. To do this, GSK are 
coding digital, data, and analytics into their DNA, “and 
we have been pushing this really hard in the marketing 
department from a creativity perspective.” He speaks about 
the company’s ‘We See Your Pain’ campaign, for their pain 
medication Excedrin. GSK began listening to consumers 
on social media in an attempt to fully understand what it 
is like to suffer a migraine. By infusing that data into their 
conversations, they were able to reinvent their marketing 
and create far more engaging content. “The last piece was 
incorporating creativity into the process and understanding 
critical moments for the consumer. We created limited 
edition medication packs, with personal stories presented 
on the packaging. Within a couple of hours all products 
were sold out and we had received >1 billion impressions 
from the initiative”.  

Two different cases, two ways of using data to do 
good and unlock innovation. With big data comes big 
responsibilities: the potential for a positive change in 
healthcare is huge, but it must be harnessed in the right 
way. Pharma’s good intentions mean they must strike 
while the iron is hot and use data to create good outcomes 
for patients and society.

Words by Louise Rogers

WITH BIG DATA 
COMES BIG 

RESPONSIBILITY
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It is all about paving the way 
forward: being brave, being 
bold, taking risks and not 
being afraid

Pharma has taken a seat in the 
director’s chair and they are ready 
to make their mark on the silver 
screen. The Cannes Lions sessions 

on movie campaigns in pharma highlight the 
companies who are using creative marketing 
to tackle some of the unspoken issues in 
health. There is huge potential in movie 
campaigns that pharma should embrace 
to deliver an Oscar-worthy marketing 
performance. 

AstraZeneca’s spine-tingling movie ‘The 
Attack’ uses an implied shark attack to 
illustrate the fear that encompasses a second 
heart attack. It encapsulates Hollywood 
drama and suspense; shots that play homage 
to seminal thriller ‘Jaws’ cleverly pique a 
popular culture interest, instilling a fear 
that many can relate to. The purpose? To 
demonstrate to doctors how scary a second 
heart attack is for patients. 

The Cannes Lions session ‘An A-Z on Creating 
a Blockbuster Film for AZ’ dives into the 
film, as Kyriakos Konstantinidis, Global 
Strategy Director, AstraZeneca, says: “Patient 
centricity is a top priority. We strongly believe 
that no one should experience a second heart 
attack.”Pharma must take a leap of faith and 
do something unique; however, it may not be 
easy to convince the industry that movies are 
the logical next step. Konstantinidis advises: 
“All these challenges exist, and you must 
navigate through and engage different people 
to put your message forward.”

Another rousing example is Celgene’s film ‘This is 
Axiom’, which takes us on the journey of a lost astronaut 
and explores the barriers to getting her home, such as 
bureaucratic red tape. The mission is a metaphor for 
the complexities of managing healthcare; the astronaut 
is actually a patient undergoing treatment. Kevin Loth, 
Vice President, Corporate Affairs and Policy, Worldwide 
Markets, Celgene, says: “Axiom has been a great vehicle 
for stimulating discussions on complex issues such as 
patient empowerment, value of innovation, prioritisation 
in healthcare, importance of teamwork, and the price of 
medicines.” 

Movies offer accessibility for patients, as Loth continues: 
“It is the ability to stimulate these discussions that is 
giving Celgene the opportunity to influence the image of 
our industry. I think this medium is appealing as it allows 
interpretation and thought – as opposed to pushing a 
one-sided corporate message that turns many people off 
immediately.” 

TV is not exempt from pharma’s new strategy of tackling 
tough topics. Genentech’s ‘Challenge Accepted’, featured 
in the session ‘Inside the World’s First Binge-Worthy 
Campaign’, is a comedy series that uses entertainment to 
inspire and educate people. Suha Patel, Marketing Principal, 
Hemophilia, Genentech, summarises the ethos behind 
the project: “We want to help the patient beyond just the 
medicine”. 

Creator Frank Mazzola, Chief Creative Officer, 21GRAMS, 
says: “Health does not like to be the first at anything; but 
when you do it it’s an amazing thing and you hopefully 
open the door for other people.” The growing trend 
of incorporating entertainment is something new and 
unknown, and therefore risky, but Patel asks the audience to 
consider: “Do you want to be courageous or comfortable?”

The industry needs to roll out the red carpet for creative 
marketing; as Richards concludes: “It is all about paving 
the way forward: being brave, being bold, taking risks and 
not being afraid.” Movies and TV provide the opportunity 
to make content that is provocative, to help pharma to 
innovate and inspire. It’s time to call ‘Action!’ on a new era 
of marketing.  

LIGHTS, PHARMA, ACTION

Words by Kirstie Turner
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Without data we are in darkness. If you 

don’t know the context and you haven’t 

done enough user research, you are lost

Designers need to have a different mindset. 

They need to get outside of their traditional 

thought that design is about making 

something look nice

 

“The last 10 years have seen 
enormous growth within 
the design industry. We now 
have UX, UI, and service 

design. And all of that culminates in what 
I would call experience design”, comments 
Andrew Barraclough, Vice President of 
Global Design and Innovation, GSK, at 
Cannes Lions. This recent elevation of design 
across numerous sectors is heavily linked 
to the growing recognition that enhancing 
user experience (UX) with brands is crucial: 
a principle that applies very much to the 
pharmaceutical sector. This department must 
see a transformation in pharma, from an 
afterthought hidden from sight in the dusty 
back-offices to being the beating heart of the 
company. It is now up to design to show they 
are ready to step up and take on these new 
responsibilities.

“Design was at the back-end of the process, 
with an attitude of ‘hand it over to the 
design guys at the end, they’ll make it look 
nice’. It was never at the front end of the 
process, never solving difficult business 
problems, never really brand building”, says 
Barraclough.

Yet with increasing digitalisation comes the 
opportunity for customers to more easily 
engage with brands, and therefore a need 
to create more meaningful UX. Usability, 
accessibility, and desirability of a brand are 
heavily intertwined with design, be it on a 
website, in advertising, or packaging of a 
medicine. “UX is a process of enhancing user 

satisfaction and their interaction with the product”, explains Agata 
Cieslar, UX Lead & Innovation Champion, Roche. “UX design defines 
the sequence of interactions between a user and a system or a process; 
virtual or physical design to meet and support user needs. It’s also to 
satisfy unique system requirements and organisation objectives.”

But how can design be empowered to take on such a wide-ranging 
function? Ensuring their fabric is interwoven with all aspects of 
an organisation is critical. “At GSK, design sits in the heart of our 
organisation, it’s not some different department in the basement 
nominally, it sits there with marketing embedded in the brand 
team. Brand building is a team sport and design is a key partner 
to marketing, not only with our external agencies but with all our 
internal departments as well, acting as creative steward and council in 
building a connected experience”, outlines Barraclough.

DESIGNING  
A NEW 

APPROACH  
TO UX

Words by James Coker 
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Designers need to have a different mindset. 

They need to get outside of their traditional 

thought that design is about making 

something look nice

of pharma brands are  
failing to align with  
patient needs online 

Source: PharmaTimes, 2018

Source: CDMS, 2018
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The importance of design in promoting inclusivity 
in pharma’s products and services 

In Barraclough’s view, designers must adopt a whole 
new mindset, grabbing the broader remit they can have 
with both hands. “The fact that [design] is a little bit of 
everything gives it permission to cut across all of those 
silos and different departments. But designers need to 
have a different mindset; they need to get outside of 
their traditional thought that design is about making 
something look nice; it’s beyond that”, he adds. 

To be successful in developing UX, as well as frontline 
service, design must also be adept at staying back in HQ, 
gathering intelligence to plan tactics. This is firstly in an 
internal capacity, understanding the needs and motives 
of the organisation they are working for. “UX design is 
a constant iteration. You work as a part of the business, 
finding the answers: why you are doing this product, what 
KPIs should it cover?”, says Cieslar.

Even more crucially, design must establish a deep-rooted 
knowledge of their customers prior to any practical design 
work. Cieslar adds: “There’s a myth that we have skills 
to create nice, easy, and user-friendly interfaces without 

any effort. It requires a lot more work on the 
context, gathering insights and feedback in 
order to create successful products. Without 
data we are in darkness. If you don’t know the 
context and you haven’t done enough user 
research, you are lost.”

For Iain Tait, ECD, Weiden + Kennedy, it is 
most important to understand what the feel of 
a brand is to a user to enhance their experience, 
above appearances. “Moving forward, we all 
have to start thinking about how things feel 
when you’re touching it and moving things 
around. And it’s about how things feel for your 
heart and your mind”, he says.

In an era when UX is becoming fundamental 
to businesses globally, the role of design teams 
is taking on a whole new meaning. In pharma, 
it is important that design is empowered to 
fulfil a huge variety of functions for UX to 
be at its optimum. This requires detailed 
knowledge, both internally and, of course, 
of the users themselves and the way they 
interact with a brand. Fundamentally, it is 
about design realising their vast potential and 
moving themselves firmly into the spotlight.
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Source: MDPI, 2018
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Many of the most transformative innovations are taking place in 
the developing world on an increasingly regular basis. This article 
explores this phenomenon in healthcare and the key lessons  
pharma can take when creating their own innovative products.

“There is no wonder that 
the flow of innovation is 
changing. In developing 
countries there are young, 

talented people, who have ambitions to 
address the poverty that they see every 
single day. They’re not burdened by legacy 
systems, regulation, or technology costs. 
Developing countries have now become a live 
incubation innovation hub”, says Lilian Tse, 
Program Management Director, Accenture 
Interactive. In light of this changing dynamic, 
that is having a huge impact in the field of 
health, pharma should be adapting their 
approach to innovation based on the example 
set by the developing world. 

Innovative healthcare solutions, particularly 
those involving new technologies, are often 
thought of as a phenomenon confined 
primarily to the developed world. A typical 
image that may be conjured from the word 
innovation is one of casually clad millennials 
in a trendy tech company in Silicon Valley, 
sitting on beanbags and bouncing ideas 
around over coffee and croissants. Yet, there 
is a shift taking place, with transformative 
healthcare solutions increasingly appearing in 
emerging economies in particular. 

A big factor in this is necessity; in countries 
with only basic infrastructure and where 
health services are lacking, the requirement 
for out-of-the-box thinking is enormous. 
For instance, while modern China is highly 
developed in many areas, the fact remains that 
its basic healthcare infrastructure is incapable 

of properly serving the needs of its vast population. This 
has opened the floodgates for innovation to flourish. “China 
is making those big step changes to be able to innovate. In 
CAR-T therapy for example, a really tough, personalised 
medicine, China’s looking at how it can be made faster, 
cheaper, and more widely available, and they can do 
that because of that innovation need”, says Claire Gillis, 
International CEO, WPP Health Practice.

This, coupled with declining technology costs and lower 
levels of regulation, makes for a potent combination. A 
great example of this is in Rwanda, where the world’s first 
drone logistics system has been created. It is capable of 
independently delivering vital healthcare supplies such as 
medicines, blood donations, and vaccines to any part of 
the country within 15 minutes. Again, necessity was a great 
motivation in this development; Rwanda is mainly rural, 
with poor infrastructure and roads, making the provision 
of vital supplies difficult and time-consuming, often with 
fatal consequences. This problem has been completely by-
passed by the drone system, subsequently revolutionising 
healthcare across the country, saving many lives that would 
otherwise have been lost.

THE DEVELOPING WORLD: 
AN INNOVATION HUB

Words by James Coker 
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When we think of innovation, we run 
into the problem of finding the solution 
first rather than truly identifying the 
problem that we’re solving

Source: South China  
Morning Post, 2018
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So what lessons should pharma be taking 
from this recent phenomenon to implement 
into their own strategy? The biggest takeaway 
is the importance of taking steps to identify 
real unmet needs prior to creating a solution 
rather than innovating for innovation’s sake. 
“When we think of innovation, we run into 
the problem of finding the solution first rather 
than truly identifying the problem that we’re 
solving”, acknowledges Shwen Gwee, Head of 
Open Innovation, Novartis. 

Taking this concept further, solutions such as 
the drone logistics system aren’t just solving 
an individual one-off problem, but rather 
a whole raft. In the Rwandan example, the 
company who developed and continues to 
maintain the system, Zipline, worked closely 
alongside the authorities as well as garnering 
local knowledge before finalising their 
plans. “When Zipline started, the idea was 
to improve the cold chain around delivering 
vaccines. But we were told that while vaccines 

are an issue, the really big problem is blood. 
And when they gave us that direction, that 
opened the floodgates to this opportunity”, 
explains Yaniv Gelnik, Global Business 
Development Lead, Zipline.

The need to plan innovative solutions with 
relevant partners is something Gwee and 
Novartis are acutely aware of. Pharma should 
increasingly look at their creations as forming 
part of an overall health solution across an 
entire eco-system, having the biggest possible 
impact on the lives of patients: “Healthcare is 
so tied across the entire spectrum: the payer, 
provider, pharma, all the different parts of 
it, and the patient actually goes across all 

of them at some point in their journey. If we 
only solve for our vertical, then we’re just passing the 
bottleneck down to the next group, so we have to 
work together across the entire the healthcare space 
in order to solve it for the patient”, Gwee comments.

The flow of innovation that is occurring in developing 
countries provides food for thought across the pharma 
industry. The situation that emerging economies find 
themselves in has meant innovations are targeted 
towards solving substantial healthcare problems 
in conjunction with an entire eco-system. Pharma 
needs to take careful note of these experiences; the 
biggest lesson it should heed is that the most effective 
innovations come from stepping back and identifying 
the major unmet needs in the real world setting 
before tackling these in their own innovation hubs. 

Cannes Lions - Innovation
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We were going 
to have to do 
something radical

A n influx of innovations is changing pharma’s 
game plan and they have set their eyes on 
the prize: patient centricity. Cannes Lions 
showcase some of the initiatives from 

companies who are focussing on first-of-their-kind 
technologies that can truly impact patients’ lives and are 
involving them in the conversations to ensure successful 
solutions. Pharma are ready to play innovation with a new 
set of rules. 

A prime example is GW 
Pharmaceuticals who 
have created both an 
innovative medication and 
a revolutionary process for 
gaining trust for this product. 
Previously, there had been 
no viable medication for 

epilepsy; while cannabidiol (CBD) oil has been found to 
be a successful treatment option, there was inconsistency 
in the quality of the oil available. The company developed 
Epidiolex: the first FDA approved CBD medication for 
epileptic patients. 

There is a scepticism of CBD in the industry, 
and Julie Baker, Senior Marketing Director, 
EPIDIOLEX, Greenwich Biosciences, a GW 
Pharmaceuticals PLC company, explains their 
innovative approach to overcoming this: 
“We realised that if we wanted to convince 
doctors that we could be trusted, we were 
going to have to do something radical.  Trust 
is not something that is easily earned by 
pharmaceutical companies. So, we decided 
that we were going to throw open the doors 
and let the doctors investigate every inch of 
the growing and manufacturing process.” 
Their ethos was complete transparency to 
gain trust. 

The company launched ‘Growing Innovation’, 
a virtual reality experience that brings doctors 
into every inch of the manufacturing process. 
“Doctors were immersed not only as viewers, 
but as active participants, guided along 
their journey through the greenhouse with 
text and infographic pull-outs and expert 

Pharma is seeing a host of ground-breaking innovations, with 
companies developing new technologies that are changing patients’ 
lives and helping to develop a more patient-centric industry. 

TAKING INNOVATION TO  
THE NEXT LEVEL 

Words by Kirstie Turner 
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It was all about creating 
all new forms of data, 
connecting data in new 
ways that hadn’t been 
done before

Medical marijuana sales 
in the US are estimated  
to grow from 

The CBD market is  
expected to grow from 
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Source: Medical Marijuana Inc, 2018

voiceovers. It’s how they were able to step 
aboard the skids and ride through the plants: 
inspecting each and every row. And it’s how 
they were ultimately able to follow the plant 
on its journey from greenhouse all the way 
to becoming medicine”, Aaron Sidorov, SVP 
Creative Director, The Bloc, explains. 

Roche are also innovating in new, game-
changing ways, as demonstrated with the 
development of ‘Floodlight’, an app that 
collects data from multiple sclerosis (MS) 
patients and presents it as illuminated dots.  
“It was truly incredible. It was all about 
creating all new forms of data, connecting 
data in new ways that hadn’t been done before 
in a way that was anonymous, and creating 
iterations and versions of the platform that 
were open access, free, and usable by everyone 
– from physicians to patients and researchers”, 
says Sara Bamossy, Co-CEO, PITCH. 

The app includes tests, such as drawing 
shapes, that can distinguish people with MS 
from those without, as well as varying levels of 
worsening MS. “We are moving from an era of 
traditional clinical trials, beyond registries and 
combining big data sets, to this new paradigm 
where we will take data from lots of different 
sources and use advanced analytics to find 
new insights into the data which we think 
will make a huge different for patients”, says 
Anne-Marie Li-Kwai-Cheung, Global Head, 
MS/Neuroscience Personalised Healthcare 
Programme, Roche. They hope that these 
data will enable them to carry out better R&D 
with the endpoint of creating more effective 
therapies for MS patients.

Unique innovation for patient centricity can be seen from a spectrum  
of companies such as Aflac and their innovation ‘My Special Aflac Duck’: 
a social robot that can be a friend to children with cancer. Carol Cone, 
CEO and Founder, Carol Cone ON PURPOSE, explains the innovation: 
“My Special Aflac Duck was created from a deep insight; we worked 
with medical experts and they said that children with cancer need more 
than medicine. They need emotional support.” 

“We work directly with patient communities; we work with kids, we 
work with their parents, and we work with their doctors to take all of 
this complex medical information and translate it into things, like a 
duck, that are comforting”, explains creator Aaron Horowitz, Co-
Founder and CEO, Sproutel. Patients are directly involved in shaping 
the innovation. Horowitz continues: “There’s an interactive app world, 
there’s technical innovations – we ended up filing four patents; it’s the 

first ever robot with a removeable plush fur 
that can be machine washed so that this can 
be sterilised and used in a hospital.”

Investment into innovation is coming at the 
right time to make a change in the industry. 
As these first-of-their-kind examples 
highlight, we are seeing innovation that has 
never been done before; the possibilities 
are endless. As pharma revolutionise their 
approach to facing challenges, resulting in 
a wide range of game-changing innovations 
across the industry, their next move will be 
highly anticipated.
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We know that appealing 
to people’s hearts, not just 
their brains, is the way to 
go.

of people 
believe that 
health-related 
campaigns are 
effective 

53%

Source: MDPI, 2019

The rise of the internet has placed 
knowledge at people’s fingertips 
in a way that is unique to the 
entirety of human history. Yet, 

with an explosion of unfiltered information 
now available, alongside an erosion of trust in 
traditional news outlets, misinformation has 
become endemic in many areas. In healthcare 
this can have particularly devastating 
consequences. The moment is ripe for the 
pharmaceutical industry, in collaboration 
with other healthcare stakeholders, to 
redress the balance by giving reliable insights 
that enable the public to manage their health 
more effectively. But, in the era of fake news, 
how can conventional approaches be adapted 
to ensure their messages resonate with the 
intended audience? 

For the scientific community, evidence-based, 
reasoned arguments are synonymous with 
research and daily clinical life; however, factual 
information alone is having an increasingly 
limited impact. Grabbing public attention in 
this fast-paced age requires tearing up the 
rule book and embracing modern marketing 
techniques. 

Tapping into emotions is essential in this 
environment. “We know that appealing to 
people’s hearts, not just their brains, is the 
way to go. I don’t think we have done a good 
enough job in appealing to people’s hearts”, 
acknowledges Seema Kumar, VP, Innovation, 
Global Health, and Policy Communication, 
Johnson & Johnson.

In advertising, neuroscience has been used 
to highlight the imperative of connecting 
with people emotionally. “Anything you find 
relevant and emotionally engaging will be 
tagged as relevant and stored in your long-
term memory system for later use. Something 
that emotionally impacts us leaves a memory 
trace”, explains Jane Leighton, Director, 
Nielsen Neuro.

Sharing personal stories has the potential 
to deliver vital health messages, such as the 
importance of vaccines, in a way that tugs 
hard at the human heartstrings. “I think the 
story-telling aspect has been missing here: 
we’ve been bombarding people with facts, 
graphs, charts, and evidence, and we need 
that, but we need to move beyond evidence 
to story-telling”, says Kumar, speaking at a 
Cannes Lions panel discussion on countering 
vaccine hesitancy.

“There are plenty of parents of children who 
have been affected or have died from vaccine-
preventable diseases and it is important to 
make sure those stories are shared as well”, 
points out fellow panellist Rebecca Martin, 
Director, Center for Global Health.

THE ART OF MODERN  
HEALTH COMMUNICATIONS

Words by James Coker

Patient Centricity - Cannes Lions 
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Something that 
emotionally 
impacts 
us leaves a 
memory trace

Changes in Sales Volume from Ads with Emotional Response 

Data was taken from a 
Nielsen internal study 
of 100 recent ads 
across 25 brands in 
the consumer goods 
(FMCG) industry. The 
ads were divided into 
either ‘below average’, 
‘average’, or ‘above 
average’ groups, 
based on people’s 
EEG activity levels 
while viewing the ads. 

Below
Average Ads

Average Ads

Above
Average Ads

-16%
-2%

+23%

Source: Nielsen, 2019

It is notable that stories are an important part of the 
Digitas Health and Skin Cancer Foundation’s ‘The Big See’ 
initiative, a campaign that encourages people to check for 
skin cancer when they notice anything new, unusual, or 
changing on their skin. In fact, the campaign was inspired 
by the personal story of Susan Manber, Chief Strategy 
Officer, Digitas Health, who only discovered she had a 
rare form of skin cancer after her daughter pointed out 
something unusual that had appeared on her nose; an 
intervention which ultimately saved her life. “Our core 
brief was literally those two simple words that came out 
of my daughter’s mouth: ‘what’s that?’”, explains Manber. 
“Time and time again, when we heard stories like mine, 
when people got checked, it was because someone had said 
‘what’s that?’.” As part of the campaign, Susan describes 
her overall story in an information video, in which she 
ends with the powerful reminder that “if I ignored it, if 
I’d had waited and not got it checked, I wouldn’t be here 
today.” An emotional response to a story such as this can 
then allow the scientific, factual message to resonate much 
more powerfully.

Symbolism is another means of obtaining attention, and 
even an emotional connection to a brand or message. In 
developing countries, this has been used to encourage 
parents to ensure their children receive vital medications. 
In Kabul, Afghanistan, for instance, giving an immunity 
charm to children during their first visit to a clinic, 
followed by differently coloured beads on each occasion 
they received a vaccine, was highly effective. “The way the 
immunity charm is used in larger communities is that it is 
a very visible symbol of the love and protection that you 
have for your child”, highlights Daniel Carucci, Global 
Medical Director, McCann Health, who co-founded the 
project. The next step is to translate this approach to the 
developed world. 

Similarly, in The Big See campaign, a mirror 
is used to symbolise the core message given. 
“No-one can pass a mirror without looking 
into it. So, could we take the power of a mirror 
to say ‘take a fresh look? Check yourself, check 
your loved ones”, explains Manber.

There is growing acknowledgment within 
pharma that a prevention-based model is the 
future of the industry. Providing the tools to 
enable people to better maintain their own 
health must therefore be a central tenant of 
pharma’s future strategy, particularly in an 
age of fake health news. To do so effectively 
requires complementing the scientific data 
with techniques that ensure a message will 
live long and prosper: an emotional and 
symbolic appeal should be the cornerstones  
of this approach.

Cannes Lions - Patient Centricity
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Helping educate and engage the 

patient and caregiver community is 

vital so that they better understand 

the drug approval process

Source: Royal Society for Public Health, 2018

Percentage of adults seeing positive vs negative 
messages on social media about vaccines
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T he language around regulations and safety labels 
can leave patients feeling confounded; but a simple 
‘Eat Me’ tag is not enough. Regulatory affairs is 
critically important in ensuring the highest standard 

of risk assessment and these labels are pivotal to safety. With a 
wonderland of information available at our fingertips, patients are 
being led down the rabbit hole of false information around safety 
guidelines, as the anti-vaxxer movement shows. Medical affairs are 
uniquely positioned to educate patients on regulations; is social 
media their ace card in conquering this challenge? 

Confusion surrounding regulations can occur for a range of 
reasons. Deborah Ebert Long, Vice President, Medical Affairs, 
Vertex Pharmaceuticals, explains one challenge: “The regulations 
surrounding approval and promotion of medicines differ from 
country to country and are often not well understood by the 
general public.” As regulations and availability of medications differ 
around the world, finding a platform to address patient queries 
surrounding this is critical.  

A lack of understanding surrounding regulations from the general 
public can lead to further complications surrounding patient 
expectations. Long goes on to explain why it is important for MA 
to engage patients in the conversation surrounding regulations: 
“Helping educate and engage the patient and caregiver community 

REGULATORY AFFAIRS  
THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS
Words by Kirstie Turner 

Medical Affairs
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Helping educate and engage the 

patient and caregiver community is 

vital so that they better understand 

the drug approval process

Patient conversations are 

global, thanks to social 

media platforms

Source: Forbes, 2018Source: Forbes, 2018

Source: We Go Health, 2018Source: Smart Insights, 2019

billion social media 
users worldwide 

of people would prefer to 
communicate over social 
media 

of people get information 
from social media that 
influences their healthcare 
decisions 

of healthcare providers 
use social media to 
research healthcare and 
pharmaceutical information

>3.4 34.5% 

41% 88% 

is vital so that they better understand the drug approval 
process. This helps set patients’ expectations about access 
to medicines, and better empowers them to advocate for 
potential changes to their local process.” 

Social media offers a global platform for MA to have 
a conversation with patients, as Long outlines: “In 
contrast to the local nature of regulatory systems, patient 
conversations are global, thanks to social media platforms.” 
While MA have taken this first step on the pathway to 
a more patient-centric industry by engaging them in a 
collective conversation, the next, more challenging step is 
addressing concerns, particularly with regulatory affairs, 
where decisions are rigid and based on evidence and data. 
To alleviate any potential pressure on safety regulations, 
patients must feel that they are being listened to and 
seeing action based on their concerns.

While it is important to open these regulatory conversations 
online, there is also the industry’s image to consider. 
“Industry presence on social media must be viewed as 
trustworthy in order to be an effective channel for credible 
scientific communication responses”, continues Long. The 
opportunities that social media offer are vast and going 
about this in the right way is key. Utilising open and honest 

communication can also help pharma on their mission to 
change their image and continue them on the journey to 
becoming a more trusted industry. 

Vaccinations are a topic that must be addressed; as the 
anti-vaxxer movement on social media takes flight, we are 
seeing the sharing of unreliable or misleading information 
with the goal of deterring patients from vaccines. “We’ve 
assumed that vaccines are something that every mum is 
going to take her child to, but we haven’t adjusted to the 
changing dynamic about where people are getting their 
information from. People have access to more information, 
some of it bad information. There is a changing dynamic: 
from healthcare providers being the primary source 
of information to now coming from social networks, 
communities, families, and friends”, outlines Daniel 
Carucci, Global Medical Director, McCann Health. 

Social media holds a lot of power, and as the place where 
this misleading information is often shared, the industry 
should turn this around and use the platform to educate 
and inform patients on subjects such as vaccines to rectify 
the problems caused by vaccine hesitancy. However, it is 
important for this to be done with clarity. Carucci reminds 
us of the importance of authentic communication: 
“Everything we do has to empower trust and trust 
comes from authenticity and that is the foundation of 
communication.”

MA must take the opportunity that social media offers to 
educate patients, but clarity is key in achieving this. The 
anti-vaxxer movement online shows the potential dangers 
presented by a lack of education and open conversation 
surrounding safety labels and regulations. The role of the 
regulator is critical to ensure the highest level of safety 
for products, but it is time for patients to get an invite to 
the tea party and a seat at the table where MA can educate 
them and restore the utopia of wonderland.

Medical Affairs
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