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In recent weeks much has been 
made of the challenges arriving 
at a global consensus around 
the response to the coronavirus 
pandemic. However, one area for 
encouragement is the way in which 
the academic research community 
has aligned around the issue. 
Academic institutions are examining 
coronavirus epidemiology and 
pathobiology from all angles in the 
hope of accelerating our recovery 
from the crisis. All over the world, 
funding is being made available 
from both public and private sources 
to support innovation projects – 
estimated to be at least $985 million 
since the crisis began. 

While it ’s unusual for so many 
academic institutions to be so heavily 
focused on a singular challenge, the 
emphasis on ‘translational’ research – 
i.e. research intended to deliver tangible 
benefit in the here-and-now – is nothing 
out of the ordinary within healthcare 
and life sciences. 

In the UK, for example, there’s been 
£530 million of new translational 
research funding from the Medical 
Research Council alone in the past 
decade, which has in turn generated 
a further £1.1 billion in private sector 
investment. 

Translational research is heavily 
relied upon by the world’s leading 
pharma and life sciences organisations, 
largely because it is the academic 
domain that fosters and nurtures the 
sort of highly specialised expertise that 
allows these firms to address genuinely 
new problems as they arise. 

The Limitations of Existing 
Knowledge Networks
COVID-19 is a perfect example of a 
new, complex problem that requires 
us to first understand the mechanics 
of the virus and how it operates, and 
then to translate that knowledge into a 
practical solution for curbing its impact, 
i.e. a vaccine. 

Pharma Firms Will Need Academic Expertise Like 
Never Before in the Post-COVID World
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The challenge within the pharma-
ceuticals and life sciences industries 
– where the delivery of a coronavirus 
vaccine is of paramount importance – 
is that identifying appropriate sources of 
academic advice and expertise is already 
fraught with difficulty. 

This is not so much a question of 
finding talented research scientists. 
After all, most businesses within these 
industries already maintain healthy and 
productive relationships with relevant 
university faculties, enabling them 
to collaborate on lab-based research 
around how certain diseases work, or 
to test a company’s own drugs. 

The problem is that even the biggest 
companies can’t afford to engage with 
every single university or potentially 
relevant academic, hence they prioritise 
partnerships with the institutions 
with the best overall reputations, or 
those best-aligned from a commercial 
perspective. Hence, what each pharma 
and life sciences business will end up 
with is its own necessarily narrow, closed-
loop network of academic expertise. 

While this may be perfectly sufficient 
for meeting ongoing business priorities, 
it poses an acute challenge on the 
occasion that a firm requires expertise 
beyond its existing network – for 
example, when seeking additional 
opinions on a potentially interesting new 
technology, with a view to a potential 
acquisition or licensing arrangement. 

No pharma business can afford to rest 
on its laurels for too long; irrespective 
of whether there’s a pandemic ongoing, 
each firm has a vested interest in 
discovery and innovation. Getting this 
right, however, is easier said than done. 
If they’re given bad advice that causes 
them to back the wrong technology, 
it can mean billions of dollars down 
the drain, not to mention years of 
misdirected resource and productivity. 
These situations occur all too frequently, 
despite organisations’ best efforts. The 
more complex the problem, the higher 
the stakes. 

Considering the Ramifications of 
COVID-19
COVID-19 has created perhaps the 
biggest market opportunity in the history 
of modern medicine, one that carries 
incredible risks for the organisations that 
choose to involve themselves in the race 
for a commercially viable vaccine. 

Internal resources within many 
pharma firms are being reallocated 
towards COVID-19 treatments and 
vaccines, understandably so given that 
every government in the world has an 
urgent need for these solutions. But 
this race will inevitably deliver both 
winners and losers, and prioritising 
COVID-19 means deprioritising and 
diverting resources away from other 
treatment areas, at a time when the 
pharma and life sciences industries are 
already working at full capacity. Firms 
are facing massive challenges in carrying 
out clinical trials due to over-stretched 
hospitals and shortages in the patient 
recruitment pipeline. There are fears 
that the current problems could lead to 
a bottleneck in drug development years 
down the line, particularly given that big 
pharma only tends to acquire or license 
smaller providers’ technologies once 
they’ve run successful trials. 

Efficiency needs to be the watchword 
of the industry over the next few years. 
This means ensuring that organisations 
can swiftly tap into the academic and 
clinical worlds to access the accurate 
specialist knowledge and translational 
research they need to get big decisions 
right first time. 

Unfortunately, here we can see the 
shortcoming of relying upon a limited, 
closed-loop network of expertise. Time 
pressures and resource constraints will 
likely mean firms are forced to revert to 
the experts they’ve worked with before 
or the sources readily available via their 
existing professional network, rather 
than who is genuinely the best qualified, 
the most up-to-date on research or 
academically at the forefront. The 
fallback position is ‘who they know’ 
rather than ‘who they need’.



18 INTERNATIONAL PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY  Summer 2020 Volume 12 Issue 2

Regulatory & Marketplace

Traditional Methods of Discovery No 
Longer Work
This is a problem that stretches well 
beyond COVID-19, although the 
pandemic is certainly casting it in a 
new light. A perfect illustration of this 
can be found within the global medical 
conference industry. Historically, 
events and conferences have formed 
the cornerstone of most pharma 
companies’ business development 
and research and insight strategies. 
Firms send legions of staff out to the 
most highly-regarded events because 
they know that this is where they’re 
most likely to encounter cutting- 
edge expertise and the potentially 
game-changing technologies and 
innovations they need to sustain their 
businesses for the next decade. 

COVID-19 has now caused the global 
shutdown of the entire conference industry, 
at least as far as physical, in-person events 
are concerned. Many industry insiders 
are unconvinced about the potential for 
replicating these events in the digital 
domain, yet there are no guarantees either 
that large-scale conferences will be back 
on the agenda by 2021, or that they’ll be 
commercially viable in a world in which 
people are far more reluctant to travel, 
particularly by air.

This over-reliance on medical con- 
ferences – itself a rather limited 
avenue of discovery – simply serves to 
reemphasise the underlying truth: that 
the pharma and life sciences industries 
are being held back by fundamental 
shortcomings in our knowledge-sharing 
processes between the domains of 
academia and business. The pandemic 
might have crystallised this issue, 
however, it is a problem that has long 
been endured by organisations that 
have embarked on troubled M&As, or 
that have encountered unanticipated 
challenges in a new market, or that have 
launched new drugs only to find that 
the science or evidence behind them is 
flawed. 

University Sector Challenges Could 
Create Further Problems for Commercial 
Pharma
At the same time, COVID-19 has also 
created a strange dichotomy within 
the world of academia, one that could 
have huge ramifications further down 
the line for the pharma and life sciences 
industries.

On the one hand, the pandemic has 
reemphasised the vital importance of 
scientific research and expertise, not 
just in terms of treating the virus, but 
in shaping all aspects of policy-making. 
The general public has predominantly 
turned to health experts and leading 
medical practitioners for the answers 
on how to navigate through the crisis. 
Michael Gove’s infamous remark during 
the Brexit campaign that “people …have 
had enough of experts” now seems 
archaic and irrelevant. 

However, on the other hand, 
universities across the western world 
have come under tremendous scrutiny 
as the shortcomings of their current 
operating models have been exposed by 
the various restrictions implemented by 
different nations. 

The over-reliance on overseas 
students paying hefty tuition fees has 
left some institutions facing a sizeable 
funding gap and a deeply uncertain 
future. eLearning is being increasingly 
cited as a legitimate substitute for 
in-person lectures and seminars, and 
while we’re yet to see evidence that it can 
adequately replace lab demonstrations 
and practical work, questions are 
being raised nevertheless about future 
students’ willingness to pay for a 
conventional university education. 

There are legitimate concerns that 
we see a significant contraction of the 
academic world over the coming years, 
that we will lose the next generation of 
academics and researchers to better 
paying careers, and that the domains 
of teaching and research could be 
pulled further apart, to the detriment 
of the future pipeline of academic 
expertise. 

These fears – if realised – could hold 
profound consequences for myriad 
pharma and life sciences businesses 
that will be relying on the academic 
community more than ever as they bid to 
combat COVID-19 while also keeping up 
the pace of their other ongoing concerns. 
We simply cannot take the availability of 
academic expertise for granted.

Using Technology to Break Open Our 
Academic Networks
Given this multitude of internal and 
external pressures, how can pharma and 
life sciences companies start to address 

the problem of access to academic 
expertise? 

Well, one answer to this longstanding 
challenge lies with artificial intelligence 
(AI) technology, not as a means of 
replacing human expertise, but as a 
means of transforming our ability to 
access it.

The progress of AI adoption has been 
somewhat hampered over the past five 
years by vendors’ over-emphasis on 
‘intelligence’ as the desired end-goal – 
technology that makes decisions for us 
rather than helping us to make better 
decisions. Many of these technologies 
have fallen short of user expectations, to 
the detriment of the field as a whole. In 
contrast, the truly inspiring applications of 
AI have typically involved less glamorous, 
but vastly more useful applications within 
the realm of data processing. 

AI can sift through huge volumes 
of data processing to deliver time 
and efficiency improvements many 
magnitudes greater than similar manual, 
human-powered processes. This is AI 
doing our legwork for us, in a way that’s 
speedy, precise, and intelligent. Apply 
this to the realm of life sciences and the 
potential benefits of AI for improving 
access to academic expertise becomes 
clear. AI can make world-leading experts 
easier to identify, by analysing and 
intelligently assimilating millions of data 
points in seconds to pinpoint and profile 
the people who are truly at the coal face 
of any given topic. Furthermore, it can 
then track these data points over time to 
accurately map the ever-changing nature 
of global expertise. Or to put it another 
way, the leading expert a few years – 
even weeks – ago might not be at the top 
of the game today. While conventional 
knowledge-sharing systems won’t 
necessarily recognise or reflect this, AI 
tools are far better equipped to spot 
real-time change in status or reputation.

With high-priority research areas 
such as COVID-19, new studies and 
data are being published on an hourly 
basis. In the race for a vaccine, it’s vital 
that pharma businesses are on top of 
precisely who holds the most accurate 
and up-to-date knowledge from one 
week to the next. 

In contrast, as long as our systems 
for connecting and sharing knowledge 
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remain manually operated and 
restrictive in nature, pharma and life 
sciences businesses will go on struggling 
to access the academic expertise they 
need at the right moments, to the 
detriment of their strategic decision-
making capabilities. 

Identifying Better Sources of Truth
With so much now riding on the 
development of a COVID-19 vaccine, 
resources constrained and a plethora 
of misinformation circulating through 
global health networks, pharma and life 
sciences firms need to make sure they’re 

able to access the best sources of proof 
from the most accurate and informed 
academic sources. 

They also need to explore new ways 
of establishing academic collaborations 
at speed, given that the pandemic 
has caused many of their traditional 
networks to break down at a time when 
drug development needs to happen 
faster than ever.

Thankfully, AI technology can now 
grant these organisations faster access to 
academic expertise, as well as enabling 
the more efficient transfer knowledge 
from the classroom, lab, or library, to the 
practical world of day-to-day business.

Ultimately, we have not yet reached 
a ‘new normal’ for the pharma sector. 
Organisations need to keep across 
every corner of the market, and expert 
third-party academic insights will be 
essential for understanding how areas 
such as patient treatment and drug 
development are changing as the 
medical world responds to the long-term 
consequences of COVID-19.

How will we know when we have 
arrived at the new normal? My guess is 
that we’ll hear it first from academia.


