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1. INTRODUCTION

On 21st January 2014, an article of the weekly Bloomberg Business-
weekquoted a phrase of Marjin Dekkers, CEO of Bayers, pronounced dur-
ing a conference which took place on 3rd December of the year before: 
“We have not developed this product for indians —exact quote— We 
have developed it for occidental patients which can afford it”1

Three days later, this phrase was a headline in the main world press me-
dia and had flooded social networks of comments from outraged citizens. 
But some elements had changed: the Executive was no longer speaking 
of “this medication” (originally referring to an anti-cancer drug) but of 
"medicines", and there was even media who camouflaged the headline 
with another adjective: “We do not develop medicines for poor Indians, 
but for those who can pay for them”.2

The truth was that the Executive had been quoted out of context. 
Bloomberg Businessweek made it clear on January 28th: Dekkers was 
talking about the business model for a single product and was not re-
ferring to "Indian" but to "the India market"3. However, the amendment, 
which undoubtedly remained gravity to the facts, did not result in cor-
rections or clarifications of the great majority of those who had pub-
lished the faked headline. 

The history of Dekkers and his unfortunate phrase would give course to 
a great number of reflections: the ethics underlying in the appointments 
out of context, the conflict between accuracy and the space in newspaper 
headlines, the importance of the spokesmen's trainings… But the most strik-
ing reflection —at least for the purposes of this document— has to do with 
the void benefit of the doubt that the Executive of the multinational phar-
maceutical deserved. Why was credibility given to his phrase from the first 
instant? Why the reluctance to verification? Why most of the world media 
reproduced it and even adapted it to make it look more sinister?

1  CHITTUM, Ryan. Bloomberg’s viral misquote [online]. Columbia Journalism Review 
[inquiriy date: 21 July 2014] Avaible at: http://www.cjr.org/the_audit/bloombergs_vi-
ral_misquote_1.php

2  No creamos medicamentos para indios pobres sino para quienes pueden pagarlos [on-
line]. Deia [inquiriy date: 21 July 2014]. Avaible at: http://www.deia.com/2014/01/24/
economia/bayer-no-creamos-medicamentos-para-indios-pobres-sino-para-quienes-pue-
den-pagarlos

3  GOKHALE, Ketaki. Merck to Bristol-Myers Face Threats on India Patents (Correct) 
[online]. Bloomberg Businessweek [inquiriy date: 21 July 2014] Avaible at: http://www.
businessweek.com/news/2014-01-21/merck-to-bristol-myers-face-more-threats-on-
india-drug-patents
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“The multinational 
pharmaceutical 

industry is facing 
the worst crisis of 

reputation of its 
history”

The only answer could be one: 
because the multinational phar-
maceutical industry is facing the 
worst crisis of reputation of its his-
tory. Its credibility, its transparen-
cy, its values and its contribution 
to society have been questioned. 
Society is no longer be seduced 
by a speech based upon the value 
of innovation. The rising costs of 
research and development of new 
molecules are no longer an argu-
ment to justify the high prices of 
medicines. In times of crisis, citi-
zenship does not accept that the 
industry explains them their pos-
itive financial outcomes. People 
expect closer answers about their 
everyday needs. 

2. THE PROMINENCE 
OF NUMBERS 

When did it begin to crumble the 
reputation of the multinational 
pharmaceutical industry? Marcia 
Angell, former editor-in-chief to 
The New England Journal of Med-
icine and now one of the most fa-
mous critics of the industry, lies 
the origin of discomfort in 19804. 
A series of measures during the 
Ronald Reagan Administration —
primarily aimed at promoting the 
technological transfer― allowed 
scientific research to be patent-
ed when they had been financed 
with money from American tax-
payers. Thus, universities were 
able to grant exclusive licenses to 
pharmaceutical firms and receive 
royalties for their advancements. 

Advances in research thus ceased 
to be in the public domain.

The boom that began in the 1980s 
was accentuated a decade later by 
the increase of the validity of the 
patents of brand-name medicines 
(increasing from eight years in 1980 
to 14 in 2000)5.In those days, indus-
try promotion strategies became 
public knowledge: medical confer-
ences in exotic destinations, pay-
ments to speakers to ensure their 
loyalty, dinners, gifts, luxuries...

However, with the turn of the 
century the system threatened to 
become unsustainable. U.S. insur-
ers demanded lower prices and 
industry critical books became 
bestsellers. The $ 800 million pill, 
published in 2004 by journalist 
Goozner, was one of them. In this 
research, Goozner assured that 
a great part of medicines, which 
pharmaceutical companies said to 
have discovered, had actually been 
discovered by universities.Moreo-
ver, the text emphasized the idea 
that the first concern of pharma-
ceutical companies was not science 
or health, but money.6 

Goozner’s interpretation could 
be challenged (many drugs are 
in fact developed within phar-
maceutical research centers), 
but industry did not strive 
enough to defend themselves 
and find another position. Proof 
of this is the fact of the grow-
ing important role of CFOs and 
the increasing number of times 

4  ANGELL, Marcia. La verdad acerca de la industria farmacéutica. Grupo Editorial Norma, 2006.

5  Ibídem

6   GOOZNER, Merrill. La píldora de los 800 millones de dólares. Grupo Editorial Norma, 2004.
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they employed in their speech-
es words such as "earnings", "in-
vestments", "growth", "sales" and 
"procurement", and proportion-
ally scarce of expressions such 
as "health", "patients", "sustain-
ability" or "access to medicines".

It looked as if the industry had 
based the pillars of its reputa-
tion in the box of financial re-
sults. Proof of this is the sys-
tematic —although not entirely 
fair criticism— that it no longer 
produces medicines for neglect-
ed needs, but to compete in 
the market. Efforts to develop 
an own-best selling medicine 
against erectile dysfunction 
contrasts with the apathy to 
develop a malaria vaccine, say 
critics. And yes, indeed, the 
behavior of the industry facing 
its shareholders, employees and 
suppliers could described as 
impeccable. But were they the 
right ones to be conquered?

3. HEALTH IS NO JOKE

The pharmaceutical industry 
failed to convince citizenship that 
the generation of dividends was a 
legitimate and necessary objec-
tive to move forward. So while 
the community perceived that 
labs proudly communicated their 
acquisitions and mergers; while 
they concentrated business at gi-
ant but few actors; while making 
gala of their positive credit bal-
ance; the population was aging 
and suffering chronic diseases 
and paying more and more for 
their health and began to see 
threatened the resources they 
had obtained up to that moment. 

It is clear that, in terms of repu-
tation, the pharmaceutical sector 
is measured with other standards. 
Few fields promote in such an insist-
ent way, an ethical behavior among 
their employees, requiring so much 
balance in their promotional mate-
rials and ensuring the quality and 
effectiveness of their products as 
the pharmaceutical industry does. 
However, profit at the expense of 
illness is an idea that society does 
not easily toleratey. When it comes 
to health, the citizen has a mod-
est room for manoeuvre. Citizens 
easily feel assaulted in their needs: 
your money or your life?.  People 
expect sympathy. High profit mar-
gins will never be so badly accept-
ed in any other sector such as in 
the pharmaceutical.

In addition to citizens animosity, 
joined the discomfort of Govern-
ments, who were afraid that the 
demographic transition and the 
increase spent on health care 
threatened the financial sustain-
ability of health systems. They 
took action. They did not forgive 
pharmaceutical companies to 
have given priority totheir short-
term interests instead of to long-
term society. Less protection to 
intellectual property, medicines 
price control, obstacles to the 
entry of innovative medicines to 
the market, restrictions on the 
promotion of products or favor-
ing generics industry are some 
of the decisions that reveal that 
pharmaceutical companies for 
research and development have 
lost the esteem of the communi-
ty, the Authorities and their so-
cial license to operate. Conclud-
ing, briefly speaking, the crisis of 
the pharmaceutical industry.  

“The profit at the 
expense of illness, is 
an idea that society 

does not easily 
tolerate”
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4. CONCLUSIONS

The management of the reputation 
in the industry has become a prior-
ity. The task is not easy for a sector 
submitted to multiple restrictions 
and whose object is sensitive: 
health, life, nothing less. Where 
to begin? How to do it? It would be 
illusory to claim absolute answers, 
but LLORENTE & CUENCA and its 
d+i Center for Ideas, Analysis and 
Trends consider that three steps 
could be a good start-off: increase 
of actions and collaboration com-
munications between partners of 
the industry and their main groups 
of interest; launching a new story-
telling focused in people and taking 
into consideration financial limita-
tions of health systems and, finally, 
the recognition of past mistakes 
trying to be pardoned by citizens. 

Joint actions

The brightness of a good brand is 
not enough to remove the shade 
on 'multinational pharmaceuti-
cals' generic name.A name that 
sometimes becomes stigma. In 
fact, the presence of some lab-
oratories in the rankings of the 
most reputable companies does 
not attenuate the negative per-
ception or adverse decisions tak-
en against the sector. 

Therefore, a necessary step is 
to take common action to im-
prove the guild’s reputation. 
The strategy demands increasing 
and strengthening of actions and 
collaboration communications 

among partners and between 
these and public institutions in 
the field of health, patients, 
scientific associations and the 
Academy, to mention the most 
important. This joint working-ac-
tionscome through the reduction 
of promotional overtones and en-
hances the image that the phar-
maceutical industry is a cause 
based on society benefits. 

For example, in February 2014 
Health National Institutes of the 
United States succeeded in mod-
erating the competitive spirit 
of ten laboratories so that they 
would share information from 
their research in Alzheimer's 
disease, diabetes, arthritis and 
lupus7. The impact of this initi-
ative was strong: not only does 
it accelerate the development 
of new treatments, but it makes 
clear that the focus is placed on 
scientific development in favor 
of the patients.

But it is not exclusively an alli-
ance between laboratories. It is 
an Alliance of the laboratories, 
an institution with sufficient 
credibility as to validate the work 
of drug companies. Supporting 
public priorities will never bring 
bad incomes: it awards pharma-
cists a reputation of alliance and 
support to health systems and it 
eliminates its plundering image. 
Technology transfer becomes 
transfer of good reputation.

Pooled efforts can also yield 
plausible results in the field of 

“The brightness 
of a good brand 

is not enough to 
remove the shade 
on 'multinational 
pharmaceuticals' 

generic name”

7  NIH, industry and non-profits join forces to speed validation of disease targets [online]. 

National Institutes of Health [date of inquiry: 24thJuly 2014]. Available at: http://www.nih.
gov/news/health/feb2014/od-04.htm
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communications, and even more 
in markets where the promotion 
of products is strongly restrict-
ed. Information on scientific de-
velopments in a particular field, 
balanced, obtained from differ-
ent sources and without claim of 
privilege, particularly in a labo-
ratory product, is less likely to 
be interpreted as promotional 
material. Communication with 
this approach contributes to rais-
ing the profile of industry reputa-
tion, to the extent that it is bet-
ter perceived by the controller 
entity and better interpreted by 
the journalist.

Finally, under this heading, it is 
inevitable to mention the activ-
ities of patient advocacy. The 
support to the patients' organ-
izations and its goal of creating 
awareness about diseases and its 
rights should not lose its impact 
at the expense of not always 
transparent financing of the in-
dustry. These initiatives are le-
gitimate. They constitute an 
ideal space to reconfirm that the 
laboratories’mission is fulfilled in 
the welfare of the people. Nev-
ertheless, this demands a speech 
that reveals the interests and fi-
nancing sources, which contrib-
utes towards a more preventa-
tive than curative model. The 
industry can assume a leadership 
role to model a regulation that 
encourages transparency in pa-
tient advocacy activities by the 
determined involvement of offi-
cial health institutions and scien-
tific associations.

A new story-telling

The high investments of the in-
dustry in research and develop-
ment are repeated like a mantra, 
but its effectsare questionable. 
That each new molecule devel-
opment has increased from $ 800 
million in 2004 to $ 1.3 billion 
at present is an argument that 
no longer explains the high cost 
of medicines. On the one hand, 
due to the innumerity and to the 
inability to understand the high 
figures, which is symptomat-
ic among readers. (For most, it 
would be the same if the figure 
has one more zero or one less). 
On the other hand, because the 
same product, from the same 
laboratory, may have significant-
ly different prices between one 
market and another. And finally, 
because there is a counterargu-
ment that is gaining strength in 
the field of decision makers: the 
benefits of new developments 
are marginal costs, whereas its 
costs are exponential.8

Once the power of high invest-
ments in innovation has been 
reduced, the industry must reo-
rientate its narrative to the ben-
efits of its developments in public 
health, towards the demonstra-
tion of the impact of their work 
on the quality and the life expec-
tancy of people, and the ratifi-
cation of its commitment to the 
sustainability of health systems. 
A healthy patient. A viable sys-
tem. It is no longer enough to 
justify why medicines are expen-

“Supporting public 
priorities will never 

bring bad incomes: it 
awards pharmacists 

a reputation of 
alliance and support 

to health systems 
and it eliminates its 

plundering image”

8  GAVIRIA, Alejandro.  Competition and regulation, vital points on trade of medicines  [online]. 
Eltiempo.com [Inquiry date: 18 July 2014]. Available at: http://www.eltiempo.com/archivo/
documento/CMS-12939544
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sive. It is necessary to take a step 
forward and seek to ensure that 
they reach the population with-
out compromising the resources 
of future generations.

The new narrative, the renovat-
ed storytelling of the pharma-
ceutical industry, must go beyond 
medicines and beyond the needs 
of first world patients. At least, 
it is curious that industry dedi-
cates so many efforts of commu-
nication to show its sophisticated 
laboratories and so few to show 
its alliances with organizations 
researching treatments for low 
profitability diseases.

John LaMattina, Forbes com-
mentator for research and de-
velopment in the pharmaceuti-
cal industry, confessed to having 
been impressed by the signifi-
cant contribution that industry 
was doing to the Initiative of 
Medicines for Neglected Diseas-
es (DNDi, for its acronym in Eng-
lish), which works to discover 
solutions for pathologies such as 
sleep disease, leishmaniasis and 
Chagas disease, very common 
in countries with high levels of 
poverty. "The majority of large 
companies (...) are contributing 
with screening efforts, provid-
ing libraries of compounds for 
testing and optimizing, which 
are crucial steps for the gen-
eration of clinical candidates”, 
explained LaMattina.9  The ques-
tion that arises is: and aren’t 
this efforts at the base of phar-
maceutical storytelling?

Never before the industry —and so-
ciety in general— have had so many 
platforms enabling them to have a 
close speech to people and interest 
groups. If the mainstream media 
tend to close their doors, welcome 
networks and digital platforms to 
establish point-to-point communi-
cations, establishing more person-
alized communications.

Segmentation of audiences, mes-
sages and channels allow elabora-
tion of content according to the 
needs of every interest group and 
selectively position the company 
attributes that have value for each 
of them. Platforms digital for the 
medical bodies, access to confer-
ences online, blogs to give testi-
mony about patients’experience, 
educational sites about diseases 
and corporate responsibility re-
ports —in interactive formats— are 
examples of more personalized 
communications that can achieve 
the purpose of approaching the 
Community laboratories.

This approach is enhanced with the 
participation and commitment of 
employees. The use of social net-
works to raise awareness of cor-
porate responsibility management 
will undoubtedly generate an im-
provement of the opinion that we 
have of the company. The employ-
ee is the best Ambassador, the new 
corporate storytelling minstrel.

Ask for forgiveness

In December 2013, the British phar-
maceuticals GSK surprised with its 

“Once the power of 
high investments in 
innovation has been 

reduced, the industry 
must reorientate 

its narrative to 
the benefits of its 
developments in 

public health”

9  LA MATTINA, John. Does Pharma Only Develop Drugs For Those Who Can Pay? [online]. For-
bes.com [inquiry date: 20 July 2014]. Avaible at: http://www.forbes.com/sites/ johnlamatti-
na/2013/12/05/does-pharma-only-develop-drugs-for-those-who-can-pay/
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announcement that, from now on-
wards, it would not pay to medical 
conferees or would compensate 
their sales force by their medical 
prescriptions. With this message, 
the laboratory announced the end 
of one of the most questioned 
practices of the industry, tacitly 
admitted its error and, to some 
extent, it was a turnover to a not 
fully open past.

Assuming responsibilities is a be-
havior conduct which, despite the 
difficulties, brings benefits in the 
long term. Pharmaceutical compa-
nies need to stop along the way and 

to assume a commitment to renew 
their relationship with citizenship. 
It takes courage, but it is probably 
the sole key to reopen the doors.

It is curious that a so regulated in-
dustry (and so self-regulated) con-
tinues generating such negative 
opinions. Something is wrong when 
ethical behaviours are internally 
being motivated and externally the 
perception is an image of ambitions 
without scruples. Communication 
opportunities are within reach of 
your hand, undoing mistakes and 
breaking down stereotypes. The 
situation does not give wait.

“The use of social 
networks to 

raise awareness 
of corporate 

responsibility 
management will 

undoubtedly generate 
an improvement of 

the opinion that we 
have of the company”
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