
111 July/August 2021  PharmaVOICE

ong before it was trendy, Jena Daniels was 
working to bring medical care out of the 

clinic and into the home, particularly 
for patients with limited access to healthcare. 
Jena recognized that collecting medical data 
outside of the clinical setting and in the pri-
vacy and comfort of a patient’s home provided 
a more accurate picture of health and ensured 
ongoing care.

As a clinical research manager for Stanford 
University’s School of Medicine, Jena learned 
first-hand how a decentralized clinical trial 
model improves research in various stud-
ies, including The Autism Glass Project. In 
conjunction with Google, Jena and her team 
studied the use of an at-home wearable social 
learning aid to teach children with autism how 
to better understand social situations and cues.

She took that experience to her role at 
Medable to establish a patient and caregiver 
advocacy council — the Patient Advisory 
Council (PAC) and the Patient Caregiver 
Network (PCN) — within the company that 
most recently influenced the creation of a new 
department, Patient Success, whose mission 
is to improve the experiences of patients and 
caregivers by offering equitable, inclusive, and 
diverse clinical trials.

The council empowers expert patient ad-
vocates to guide the company’s product and 
research teams to develop meaningful, action-
able, and patient-focused products and solu-
tions. For example, during the development 
of Medable’s eConsent and TeleVisit product 
modules, the council provided feedback on 
workflows, design, and patient-facing content. 
The council also advises Medable’s pharma-
ceutical and biotech customers on trial de-
ployments, providing advice, evaluating work-
flows, reviewing communication and content, 
testing usability, and improving engagement 
and retention for specific trials.

Jena, a patient with various autoimmune 
diseases herself, is personally invested in all 
Medable’s patient programs. She relentlessly 
works to expand their scope and size, recently 
adding four new members to the PAC and 
recruiting 15 new patients into the PCN. The 
PCN brings additional advocates with specific 
experiences into the process to consult on a 
per-project basis, further diversifying the pa-

tient and caregiver perspective. These patient 
champions allow the PAC to tap a wide variety 
of skill sets, experiences, and indications, as 
well as geographic and demographic diversity. 
In fact, the PCN added its first international 
advocate in 2021.

Bringing the patient voice forward requires 
authenticity, Jena says.

“As we are part of an industry on the 
precipice of disrupting the legacy standard of 
executing clinical trials through democratiz-
ing and decentralizing them, I think it’s more 
important than ever before to maintain integ-
rity, keep an open mind, and focus on equity 
as we cultivate a culture of human-centered 
research and design that improves the lives of 
the patients and caregivers,” Jena says. 

Dealing with a changing landscape means 
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JENA DANIELS

welcoming the challenges that come with it 
and adapting quickly. 

“Whether that’s by providing optionality, 
sharing resources, being clear and concise 
with our intention/reasoning, or something 
else, I think it’s imperative to be resilient in 
the face of ambiguity and adversity so that we 
can better problem solve to demonstrate our 
understanding of needs and show flexibility 
when under pressure,” she says. 

Jena leads by holding herself and others 
accountable for the choices made to cultivate, 
find, and support the potential in the team as 
a whole, as well as for each person individually.

She looks for team players with lived and 
personal experiences directly related to their 
roles who also enjoy seeking out and bringing 
insights from external sources to the team. 
“Additionally, I look for those who seek new 
challenges, pursue self-growth, and are pas-
sionate about a specific hobby or activity that 
is unrelated to work,” she says. 
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PATIENT HEROES

nthony Yanni, M.D., has that special 
something that people call magic. His 
humane, inspirational approach turns 

even the biggest challenge into something 
possible. Like succeeding in his quest at Sanofi 
to bring patient-centricity front and center to 
all phases of drug development and beyond. 
Within a short period of time, Dr. Yanni was 
able to move the notion of deriving medical 
insights increasingly from patient perspectives 
from an obscure job title to a core part of drug 
development.

At Sanofi, Dr. Yanni’s initial focus and 
expertise were on R&D. But he realized that if 
engaging patients was going to have real im-
pact, it would need to reach all the way to the 
marketing and delivery of new treatments. He 
created an infrastructure with that in mind in-
volving not only the company but also outside 
partners. Dr. Yanni achieved the rare feat in 
accomplishing a comprehensive patient-cen-
tric strategy that is noted as a true success by 
cancer patient advocacy groups. 

In a little more than 18 months, Dr. Yanni, 
as senior VP, global head of patient centric-
ity, is repeating the same success at Astellas. 
Colleagues call him the soul of Astellas’ pa-
tient-centricity movement, and he has done 
it from a base in Scranton, Pa., for a company 
founded in Japan in the middle of a global 
pandemic.

For Dr. Yanni, his current role has always 
been a career goal and his next plan is to press 
forward until patient-centricity becomes a 
standardized part of the drug development 
process, like the regulatory and medical func-
tions. “Patient-centricity should become a 
part of business as usual, such that no one 
would think of developing and producing a 
new medicine without it,” he says. “For me, 
that means helping create a standardized and 
impactful method of integrating the patient, 
the caregiver and the healthcare provider into 
new medicine development.”

Dr. Yanni sees his role as an honor. “I’ve 
been given the privilege of applying my pas-
sion for clinical care of patients to the creation 
of wholly new processes and structures that 
I hope will shape the way the industry ap-
proaches drug development and delivery in 
the future: with the patient and not simply for 

the patient,” he says. “This has been a source of 
great professional satisfaction for me.”

Colleagues say Dr. Yanni is an inspirational 
leader who motivates everyone he works with 
to do what is best for patients. He is a great vi-
sionary and communicator. And he is a deeply 
analytical and data-driven leader who has put 
patient integration in drug development and 
delivery front and center by demonstrating 
tangible and measurable impact of his work.

Even during the pandemic, Dr. Yanni’s 
leadership never wavered. “I encouraged cre-
ativity, precisely because most of us were 
isolated and surrounded by the mundane,” he 
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says. “I asked my teams to think about how 
they could innovate, find ways to work that 
created space for themselves and their families, 
and new ways to deliver value as a patient-cen-
tricity division. Large and small activities 
resulted from this free-flowing interaction, 
which had the advantage of moderating the 
stress and relentless nature of our new envi-
ronments.”

Dr. Yanni believes in mentoring both ways 
— both up and down the seniority scale. “My 
No. 1 best practice is simple: listen,” he says. 
“I also encourage my mentees to learn and to 
teach. They should never assume they’re not 
ready yet to contribute. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, I make them aware that lofty profes-
sional goals can be aligned with the greater 
good: career success does not require the sacri-
fice of a commitment to society.”

There are many in the industry who can 
craft theories about being patient-centric and 
share slide decks on those theories with pa-
tient groups and other audiences, but he has 
brought this movement to fruition in not just 
one but two large pharma companies. This 
requires a leader with both a compelling vision 
and a mastery of implementation, two qual-
ities that are not often found in one person. 
That is Dr. Yanni’s magic. 
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