
THE PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY’S IMAGE IS CLOSE TO ITS
LOWEST POINT IN MORE THAN A DECADE. During a time of corporate
scandals and increasing distrust of business, the public and media are scru t i n i z i n g
the industry ’s practices. And they don’t like what they see — increasing costs for
i m p o rtant medicines, sometimes limited access to prescription drugs, and a signif-
icant investment in consumer advert i s i n g .

“The industry ’s image is indeed close to its low point during the last 12 years,
following a peak in the mid-1990s when the country was more pro-business and
p e rhaps more focused on the benefits of new drug therapies coming on the mar-
k e t , ” says Brad Fay, managing director at RoperASW, a NOP World company. 

A negative image can be detrimental, Mr. Fay explains, because it can put the
i n d u s t ry at risk for new regulations, increased consumer activism, and could under-
mine its ability to attract investors in the future .

“It is clear, based on our public-opinion data, that the industry is dealing with
a significant image problem,” Mr. Fay says. “It is critical that the industry be more
a g g ressive than it has been in educating key stakeholders on the benefits to society
of an innovative pharmaceutical industry that is driven by private capital markets.”

P u b l i c - relations strategies can help individual companies and the industry as a
whole inform and educate the general public about the industry ’s positive contri-
butions, as well as provide a credible source of health information and news.

“At its simplest, public relations is the management of communication between
a corporation and its stakeholders,” says Nancy Z. Brennan, managing director at
Manning Selvage & Lee/Chicago. “In today’s environment, where stakeholders are
attempting to sort through an increasing number of product-oriented messages,
public relations can — in a cost-effective manner — add the depth and texture to
p roduct messages so at the stakeholder’s ‘moment of truth’ the choice is clear. ”

Most experts agree that some type of public-relations eff o rt is needed by health-
c a re companies to promote the positive eff o rts of the industry.

“ We have not done a good enough job of articulating the benefits pharma com-
panies and healthcare companies bring to Americans,” says Lynn Hanessian, gen-
eral manager of health at Edelman. “The best care really results from a more
i n f o rmed consumer. We have to invest our time and our energy in explaining what
a wonderful industry this is and what pieces need to be fixed; everybody has a stake
in that.”

P U B L I C - R E LATIONS s t rate g i e s
a re essential to helping rebuild the
i n d u s t ry’s tarnished image a n d
repair an eroded sense of tru s t.

M A R I TA GOMEZ ...
One of the most co m m o n

m i s co n ceptions about PR is that it

is just about press releases —

PR is much more than that.

PR wo rks best when it’s

i nte g rated with

m a rketing and

a dve rt i s i n g.

PRTHE         CO N N E C T I O N

BY ELISABETH PENA

4 6 A p r i l  2 0 0 3 P h a r m a V O I C E



I N D U S T RY re l a t i o n s

A c c o rding to Mr. Fay, public-re l a-
tions agencies alone cannot fix the
i n d u s t ry ’s problems. A commitment
f rom the industry ’s top management
will be necessary to begin the healing.

A positive step in this direction is
the Pharmaceutical Research and Man-
u f a c t u rers of America’s recent form a-
tion of a strategic communications and
p u b l i c - a ffairs division. This division’s
mission is to conceive and implement
e ffective, innovative ways to get the
p h a rmaceutical industry ’s message out
about the tremendous life-saving con-
tributions pharmaceutical companies
make every day.

R E P U TAT I O N
M A N AG E M E N T

A c c o rding to a 2000 survey by
Chief Executive Magazine/Hill &
Knowlton: Corporate Reputation
Watch, 99% of CEOs claim that cor-
porate reputation is vital to their com-
p a n y ’s goals. Despite these results, not
enough CEOs are taking steps to pro-
tect their reputation, says Marita
Gomez, CEO at HealthInfo.

“This is especially true in the phar-
maceutical industry where CEOs often
find themselves under a microscope by
consumers and/or consumer media,”
she says. “PR can only enhance a com-
p a n y ’s reputation if there is strong com-
mitment at the management level to
s u p p o rt the activity. Otherwise, it’s just
smoke and mirrors. And our industry
has seen enough negative coverage to
know that the magic acts have to end.”

A c c o rding to an Edelman Public Relations’
s u rv e y, nine of 10 people in the United States
say a company’s corporate reputation plays a
l a rge role in forming their opinion about a
c o m p a n y ’s products and services. Results such
as these are why experts say companies should
place as high an importance on their corporate
brand as they do on the products they sell.

“ T h e re is a growing, if not overw h e l m i n g ,
consensus that companies should manage their
reputations as if they were brands,” says
Michael Durand, partner and director of the
global healthcare practice at Porter Novelli.

A c c o rding to Mr. Durand, factors driving
the need for corporate brand management
include shorter product life-cycles, the re l e n t-
lessness of Wall Street, the universality of
e q u i t y, the democratization of inform a t i o n ,
and the speed of information flow.

One step companies can take to manage
their reputations more effectively is the inte-
gration of long-term and short - t e rm public-
relations strategies to ensure that pro g r a m s
and communications are consistent with cor-
porate goals.

M r. Durand also believes that a public-re l a-

tions staff needs be trained to the 24-
hour world. 

“Speed is the mortal enemy of gre a t
public re l a t i o n s , ” he says. “We live in a
world in which information flows
quickly and to virtually everyone. This
means that corporate communications
s t a ff, agency consultants, and every o n e
involved in the brokering of company
i n f o rmation must be re-trained to be
able to evaluate information rapidly
and communicate effectively to audi-
ences in virtually any corner of the
w o r l d . ”

Because a company’s reputation is
closely aligned with its success, expert s
say reputation-building eff o rts should
be high on the priority list for a com-
p a n y ’s board of dire c t o r s .

“Reputation-building eff o rts are
about as valuable to a board of dire c-
tors as that board is to the company, ”
says Joe Boyd, CEO of MCS. “If that
b o a rd cares about the company, it will
c a re very much about how that com-
pany is perceived by its audiences.”

Gianfranco Chicco, partner at
Chandler Chicco Agency, agrees that
the function of the board of directors is
to safeguard the shareholder value of
the company.

“If protecting the value of the com-
pany is one of the board ’s primary
roles, then obviously public re l a t i o n s
should be something that is very
i m p o rtant to them,” he says. “The re p-
utation of the company has an impact
on shareholder value and the re p u t a-
tion and behavior of the CEO has an
impact on shareholder value.”

Given the current economic cli-
mate and business-world scandals,

e x p e rts say the board of directors is under
g reater pre s s u re to focus on its company’s cor-
porate re p u t a t i o n .

“ B o a rd members are on the hot seat more
than they used to be,” says David Chapman of
919 Marketing. “As always, they are being
judged on perf o rmance of the company. And
now they are facing increasing political and
consumer backlash. Board members are going
to be very interested in seeing companies ro l l
out responsible and smart marketing pro-
grams that inform and entertain yet don’t
c ross the line.”
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Ms. Gomez agrees and adds that gre a t e r
attention to corporate reputation by manage-
ment has been observed re c e n t l y. “Accord i n g
to PricewaterhouseCoopers, three years ago
70% of companies planned to assign the board
responsibility for re p u t a t i o n , ” Ms. Gomez
says. “We ’ re seeing this trend being translated
into re a l i t y. Because of board and management
commitment, several pharma companies are
now building equity in their company’s
names. And I’m sure PR led the eff o rt s . ”

A c c o rding to Ms. Gomez, if a management
team commits to reputation management, one
of the key first steps is to look at the various
messages that are being disseminated about the
company — to the general public, patients,
investors, and physicians — and decide if these
messages are consistent with the company’s
i n t e rnal perception and corporate values.

“The bottom line is, once we know what
the market is saying about the company and
w h e re they are saying it, we can then develop

strategies to counter, rebuild, or improve the
p e rception of the company, ” Ms. Gomez says.

G E TTING T H E

M E S S AGE OUT  
P u b l i c - relations eff o rts, experts say, pro v i d e

i n f o rmation about a company through tru s t e d
media outlets. An Edelman Public Relations

NANCY BRENNAN ...
Public re l ations makes inte g rate d

m a rketing effo rts even stro n g e r

by providing co s t - e f fe ct i ve and

o p po rtunistic co m m u n i cations to

d i f fe re nt stakeholders in

d i f fe re nt ways.

▲ LYNN HANESSIAN ...
As public-re l ations pra ct i t i o n e r s

we info rm all parties so that the

ri g ht decisions are made. I don’t

kn ow of one drug co m p a ny that

wa nts a pat i e nt to use a dru g

t h at is not going to lead to a

po s i t i ve outco m e.

▼ D AVID CHAPMAN ...
A function of employee 

public re l ations is having one

version of the truth that

eve ryone within a co m p a ny

u n d e r s t a n d s, a g rees with, a n d

can art i c u l ate to inte rnal and

exte rnal audience s.

▲ J O H N SENG ...
We are seeing a gre at deal of 

i nte rest and success on behalf of 

our clients with sto ries of local 

i nte rest — on a local basis and 

g ra s s roots — whether it be pri nt,

ra d i o, or TV.

▼ KAT H RYN MORRIS ...
The most impo rt a nt value that PR

b rings to the marketing mix is

t h i rd - p a rty cre d i b i l i ty, even 

without a spo ke s pe r s o n ,w h at

m a kes PR diffe re nt from 

a dve rtising is that space is not

paid fo r; the sto ry has the added

benefit of having gone thro u g h

an unbiased filte r.
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s u rv e y, Trust and Credibility — the fourth in
a series — found that 86% of Americans sur-
veyed believed information from articles or
news stories more than information fro m
a d v e rtisements. The survey also revealed that
Americans believe that business magazines
and newspapers are the most credible sourc e s
of inform a t i o n .

As the industry strives to adopt a 360-
d e g ree-view to its strategy, coverage at the
g round level in various media venues is essen-

but we can’t control it. Through public re l a-
tions, there also is the opportunity to off e r
physician and patient stories in a way that the
company can’t . ”

K a t h ryn Morris, president of KMorr i s P R ,
a g rees. “If a company can include a third -
p a rt y, such as a doctor or patient, it adds
another level of credibility to the story,” she
says. “It is one thing for a company to talk
about how a product is going to impact
patients, but it is a whole other matter to have
patients talking about how a product is aff e c t-
ing them — there is no way to trade first-hand
t e s t i m o n y. ”

Because of the value media can bring to a
c o m p a n y ’s public-relations campaign, expert s
say relationships with media outlets are an
i m p o rtant component of a public-re l a t i o n s
s t r a t e g y. “Companies need to establish re l a-
tionships with key media, especially health
re p o rters in our industry, so that they are
a w a re of the company’s values, key messages,
and distinct benefits that they bring to the
m a r k e t , ” says Bonnie Stofer, VP and account
d i rector at Palio Communications. 

Public relations offers the benefit of pro-
viding an outside perspective for a company.
PR experts say they can provide a point of
view that may not be possible from intern a l
s t a ff. “In terms of strategy, sometimes intern a l
decision makers don’t see the larger picture, or
i n t e rnal politics discourage them from speak-
ing up,” says John Seng, president and founder
of Spectrum Science Public Relations. 

Retaining an external agency can bring
perspective and reality checks to a company,
he continues, noting that oftentimes people
working internally may not question or chal-
lenge the ideas of their superiors.

Ms. Williams says although this can some-
times be the case, being part of an intern a l
communications or public-relations depart-
ment within a company can provide a unique
and valuable perspective. 

“Living close to a product provides a deep
understanding and knowledge,” she says.
“ H o w e v e r, it is good to work with people who
have experience with other brands and other
p roducts and who can come up with ideas we
may not have thought of.”

She suggests that a team approach works
best, with members from external and intern a l
p u b l i c - relations groups working together on a
s t r a t e g y. “External public-relations agencies
definitely provide value — there is always a
benefit to hearing from someone who is more
objective. Sometimes we can get really close to
a project and are n ’t able to see what is most
obvious. But, internally we are the ones who
a re responsible for protecting the brand.”

Public relations is the initial form of con-

B RAD FAY ...
Th e re has been a fallout in te rms of

public pe rce p t i o n .Th e re is a re a l

co n ce rn as to how the industry has

been handling diffe re nt issues —

eve rything from drug pri ces to

ways to pay for thera p i e s.

▲ KENNETH MAKOVSKY ...
Co m m u n i cations targ e ted for the

waiting room and co m m u n i cat i o n s

for the trading floor could diffe r,

t h e re fo re a unified public-re l at i o n s

and inve s to r - re l ations co m bo will

m a ke sure that there is ultimate

c re d i b i l i ty to pat i e nt s, h e a l t h

p ro fe s s i o n a l s, and inve s to r s.

▼ G I A N F RA N CO CHICCO ...
The basis of public re l ations is 

to cre ate a cove n a nt of tru s t

be tween the co m p a ny and its 

c u s tomers — by doing that PR ca n

help shore up the erosion of the

p h a rma industry’s image in the

public mind.

tial to message dissemination. PR experts say,
h o w e v e r, coverage is earned, not bought, and
this type of publicity can be priceless.

“Media coverage absolutely lends cre d i b i l i-
ty to a public-re l a t i o n s message because the
i n f o rmation is coming from a third party and
not the pharmaceutical company,” says Shery l
Williams, senior director of product commu-
nications at Cephalon Inc. “The company has
no control over the message that is delivere d
— we might be able to influence the message,
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tact about a product to a stakeholder, accord-
ing to public-relations experts. 

“ We look at public re l a t i o n s as a discipline
that can help create demand for a product, as
well as create an environment for the appro-
priate selling of the pro d u c t , ” M r. Chicco says.
“ A d v e rtising is used as a way to maintain the
demand, but creating the initial perc e p t i o n
about a product and then creating demand for
the product, is a role for public re l a t i o n s . ”

Public relations can play many roles as part
of the marketing mix.

“PR addresses that bigger strategy — it
f o rmulates a driving strategy that then can be
executed through a number of diff e rent chan-
n e l s , ” Ms. Hanessian says. “PR can be a lead
strategy and at the same time it can be a very
i m p o rtant partner strategy and an enhancing
skill set.”

For example, Ms. Hanessian says public
relations can be useful as a lead strategy when
releasing scientific results. She says public
relations can be critical to handling every t h i n g
f rom the basic publicity to finding diff e re n t

ways to leverage that information to
make it relevant to the diff e re n t
customer segments and audiences
that a company is pursuing. Public-
relations strategies also can be used
to partner with diff e rent channels,
such as the Internet and continuing
medical education.

When public relations is viewed
in this way, the discipline goes
beyond just press re l e a s e s .

“One of the most common mis-
conceptions our industry has about
public relations is defining it as a
vehicle for press releases,” Ms.
Gomez says. “Public relations is
much more than that — it involves
strategy building, reputation
enhancement, relationship build-
ing, product and disease state
a w a reness, and peer influencing. As
with any discipline, public re l a t i o n s
works best when it is integrated
with marketing and advert i s i n g .
Integrated communications ensure s
that we’re all communicating the
same message strategy — all for the
benefit of the brand.”

Ms. Gomez uses the consumer
market term marketing public re l a-
tions, or MPR, which is the appli-
cation of public relations to meet
the marketing objectives. If brand
managers begin to think of public
relations in this way, then applying
PR is much like applying the mar-
keting strategies — to achieve one
overall marketing objective.

Public relations also is an aff o rd-
able and efficient way to communi-
cate to specific groups and disease-
segment populations with a
t a rgeted message to individuals.

“ M o re than any other marketing
technique, public relations enables
the ability to reach into diff e re n t
communities, either on a one-to-one

basis or a mass basis,” says Kenneth Makovsky,
p resident of Makovsky & Co. “When it comes
to narrowcasting in a very small disease gro u p
or a very large group, public-relations tech-
niques can be applied in both.”

M r. Makovsky says public relations one-to-
one marketing could include programs that
include an article in a targeted journal or a
speaker who addresses small interest groups on
a specific topic, while mass media is used to
get to larger numbers of people.

CO N S I S T E N C Y
F ROM THE INSIDE OUT

E x p e rts say all of a company’s extern a l
audiences, as well as its internal employee
audience, should hear and see the same mes-
sages and actions, which is key to an eff e c t i v e
p u b l i c - relations program. 

“ E ffective employee communication fosters
understanding and support throughout a
c o m p a n y, which can ultimately lead to more
e fficient operations and greater pro d u c t i v i t y, ”
Ms. Brennan says. 

“The key to any internal communications
p rogram is to ensure that it is not just a one-
way flow of information from senior manage-
ment down through the organization,” she
says. “To be effective and useful, an intern a l
communications program must be a serious
two-way dialogue that allows for a guided
flow of information and feedback.”

S h a red messages with internal staff need to
be in sync with what a company’s extern a l
audience is hearing.

“ N a t u re abhors a vacuum,” Mr. Seng says.
“When there is a lack of shared ongoing cre d-
ible information about the direction and
events affecting a company, then employees
tend to fill in the holes themselves; often these
bits and pieces are skewed. Healthcare compa-
nies need to make concerted strategic eff o rts to
consider their employees as one of their most
valuable audiences.”

Companies that share their corporate mes-
sage and goals with their employees re i n f o rc e
that image intern a l l y.

“This is branding from the inside out,” M s .
Stofer says. “It entails taking the corporate
mission and brand and defining that for the
employee and re i n f o rcing the brand thro u g h
i n t e rnal communications that come fro m
management. It is important for employees to
understand the direction of the company fro m
the people at the top. It is important for all of
that messaging to come from the top.”

I N D U S T RY re l a t i o n s

BONNIE STOFER ...
It is impo rt a nt for a co m p a ny’s

bo a rd to be awa re of what the

co m p a ny’s image is in the

m a rke t p l a ce.Th ey need 

to make sure that the

ri g ht fo u n d ation is 

in place to generate 

the desired 

co rpo rate image.
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In addition to informing employees about a
c o m p a n y ’s mission, programs, and objectives,
i n t e rnal public relations also provides the
o p p o rtunity to support goals through re c o g n i-
tion programs. Staff should be re w a rded for
demonstrating the key points and values that
a re consistent with the company and its brands.

“Consistent and sustained internal com-
munications programs allow everyone within
a company to better articulate the company
mission to internal and external audiences,”
M r. Chapman says. “Within a company, there
a re layers of employees who deal with the pub-
lic, not only sales people.”

Another consistency issue to be dealt with is
the convergence of public relations with
investor relations. Oftentimes the lines between
patient, physician, and investor are blurred, and
with information being easily accessible acro s s
all parties, companies need to make sure their
messages are consistent across all gro u p s .

“Given the economic realities we are fac-
ing at the moment, there is a lot of pre s s u re
on cost and it trickles down to every facet of
h e a l t h c a re,” Mr. Chapman says. “There are
misconceptions that pharmaceutical compa-
nies take a healthy margin on products and
a re not as diligent as they should be as it

relates to customers. Clearly, this has led to
the increasing number of industry re g u l a-
t i o n s . ”

“Companies have messages they are sending
to the patient and professional communities,
and messages that they are sending to the
investment community,” Mr. Makovsky says.
“Companies have to be particularly sensitive
that what is being said to one group does not
counter what is being said to the other side.” ✦
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media co nt a ct management. For more

i n fo rm at i o n , visit km o rri s p r. co m .

JOHN J. S E N G .Pre s i d e nt and fo u n d e r,

Spe ct rum Science Public Re l at i o n s,

Wa s h i n g to n ,D. C . ; Spe ct rum Science Pu b l i c

Re l ations is co m m i t ted to providing 

b re a k t h rough healthca re prog rams to

a c h i eve the co m m u n i cations goals of

c l i e nts who are invo l ved with re s e a rc h ,

i s s u e s, p rod u ct s, or provider serv i ces in life

or human health science s. For more 

i n fo rm at i o n , visit spe ct ru m s c i e n ce. co m .

BONNIE STO F E R . V P, a c co u nt dire cto r, Pa l i o

Co m m u n i cat i o n s, Sa ratoga Sp ri n g s, N . Y. ;

Palio Co m m u n i cations is a full-spe ct ru m ,

s t rate g i cally dri ven adve rtising and 

co m m u n i cations firm . For more 

i n fo rm at i o n ,v i s i t

p a l i oco m m u n i cat i o n s. co m .

S H E RYL W I L L I A M S . Senior dire cto r,

p rod u ct co m m u n i cat i o n s, Cephalon Inc. ,

West Ch e s te r, Pa . ;Cephalon is a 

b i o p h a rm a ce u t i cal co m p a ny dedicated to

the discove ry and deve l o p m e nt of 

p rod u cts to tre at sleep/neuro l og i cal 

d i s o rd e r s, ca n ce r, and pain. For more

i n fo rm at i o n , visit ce p h a l o n . co m .


