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For the pharmaceutical industry, 
perhaps the least surprising outcome 
of the coronavirus pandemic so far 
has been the public’s realisation that 
vaccines are not produced overnight. 

The world has become accustomed 
to accessible vaccines that enable us to 
enjoy longer, healthier lives. The majority 
of people have grown up being able to 
get the vaccines they need to protect 
them from diseases that impact the 
young, to those you’re likely to contract 
when travelling around the world, so it’s 
understandable they may not appreciate 
just how much research and time were 
invested in developing them in the first 
place.  

These medicines are so established, 
and have been so successful in their 
duty, that the public can be forgiven for 
their lack of understanding as to just how 
difficult they were to develop first time 
around. 

This coronavirus has presented 
a whole new challenge. Almost as 
difficult as creating a vaccine itself is 
the pharmaceutical industry’s ability to 
communicate with multiple stakeholders 
around the world  the developments, 
issues and opportunities it presents; in 
particular, this includes the media and the 
public, who are keen to know if a vaccine 
is feasible and when it might be available, 
as well as with other pharmaceutical 
companies to ensure they can offer their 
support to the vaccine development 
programme taking place worldwide. 

One of the most severe pandemics 
in recent history – that of Spanish Flu 
in 1918 – came at a time when there 
were an extremely limited number of 
channels to communicate the impact it 
was having around the world. Though 
it could be seen as a positive that we 
have a wealth of platforms and tools 
to enable global communication about 
COVID-19, in many instances, the urgent 
need for ongoing updates with rolling 
news and social media brings with it new 
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challenges for governments, universities 
and organisations involved in tackling 
coronavirus. 

Different messaging from each 
country, a lack of joined-up approach 
from world leaders and sensationalism 
in each territory’s press means the public 
is lacking a single, consistent and clear 
set of guidance which informs everyone 
about the development of a vaccine. 

Creating this structured approach, 
of course, is not black and white. But 
when there is such an immediate need 
for a globally-available and distributed 
medical response, there is now a need 
for a collaborative movement more than 
ever. And this should be underpinned by 
reliable, culturally-sensitive translations. 

One Globe, Many Languages
At the time of writing, 213 countries 
are currently infected with COVID-19. A 
couple of weeks ago, world leaders from 
these nations contributed a collective 
$7.4bn, or £6.5bn, to research COVID-19 
vaccines via a virtual event hosted by the 
EU1. It is the sort of global gathering that 
would have normally required weeks – if 
not years – of upfront planning, as well 
as the hiring of dozens of interpreters 
to ensure attendees were provided with 
real-time translations of the information 
being presented. 

It was a demonstration of the ways the 
whole world has reacted to coronavirus, 
and has adapted to be more agile in its 
pursuit of a collective solution. Though 
this was a political event, it provided an 
insight into how industries may have to 
utilise high-performance, multilingual 
conferencing tools to facilitate their 
agenda; in the case of pharmaceuticals, 
expertise from around the world coming 
together to develop a vaccine. 

For example, there is technology 
available which facilitates virtual 
interpreting booths that are accessed 
remotely by organisers of and participants 
in events around the world; each user 
is allocated a qualified linguist who 
translates live, delivering a seamless, 

translated conference. These platforms 
allow linguists who specialise in specific 
sectors – from pharmaceuticals, medical 
and healthcare, to manufacturing, 
agriculture and logistics – to expertly 
translate even the most complex of 
sector terminology in real time, to aid 
international organisations looking to 
work together.

Sanofi and GSK recently signed a letter 
of intent to collaborate, using innovative 
technology from both companies to 
develop an adjuvanted vaccine for 
COVID-192, which can be rolled out not 
just nationally, in their home countries, 
but globally. 

Never before has a vaccine needed to 
scale as rapidly as is required to tackle 
COVID-19, and doing so effectively, 
on a worldwide scale, will require the 
immediate turnaround of internal and 
external communications into multiple 
languages. Translators who not only 
know the industry but understand 
the technical terminology of scientists 
working in both France and the UK – as 
well as the governments and partners 
they’re working with – will help to ensure 
findings and messaging which transpire 
from their joint working are made easily 
accessible, relatable and understandable 
to everyone, all around the world. 

Translation in Clinical Trials
The USA claims its record for developing 
an entirely new vaccine is at least four 
years3. But with countries around the 
world recording coronavirus infection 
and mortality rates daily, and extreme 
lockdown measures in place, time isn’t a 
luxury available to the industry.

Though it is widely reported that a 
vaccine could be produced as early as 
September4, to do so will require willing 
participants around the world to offer 
their health in exchange for the trial of 
drugs, which may or may not have an 
adverse effect on their life. Trying to 
communicate the critical role of trials in 
the development of modern medicine, 
how the process works and what the 
potential outcomes might be to people 
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of one nation would be hard enough; 
conveying it to hundreds of different 
countries around the world, who are each 
following a different strategy in order 
to combat the virus, is an even greater 
challenge. 

There are currently 650 groups 
around the world carrying out 460 
different coronavirus vaccine trials5 on 
hundreds of thousands of individuals 
from different nationalities. Each must be 
informed – via a consistent, transparent 
message – as to the role they play in 
developing this vaccine, including any 
risks to their health and safety. Doing so 
will require the use of multiple platforms 
across online, print and video, and the 
production of swathes of collateral 
including patient information leaflets, 
patient questionnaires, patient-reported 
outcomes, informed consent forms and 
much more.

Multilingual countries must ensure 
any content they produce in relation to 
clinical trials is accessible to those who 
speak the native tongue and to those who 
have a different first language. For this 
purpose, and for global pharmaceutical 
firms who perform their trials around the 
world – with different languages spoken 
– translation becomes an essential 
service. 

For example, foreign language 
voiceovers and subtitles are highly 
effective on pre-recorded videos which 
explain how a vaccination trial works. 
Meanwhile, transcreation – a highly 
creative translation service, which falls 
somewhere between translation and 
foreign language copywriting – can 
transform marketing campaigns from 
informative to impactful, by creating 
unique messaging in a tone of voice that 
is known to engage people of different 
cultures and nationalities, their different 
nuances and colloquialisms, encouraging 
them to engage and take a specific action. 
In this case, sign up for clinical trials.

Translation service providers with a 
specialism in pharmaceuticals support 
in the development of all the collateral 
relevant to vaccination trials. Project 
managers, who co-ordinate the delivery 
of this material, use teams of translators 
who work across multiple languages to 
ensure consistency and efficiency across 
all content, regardless of the number of 
languages it is translated into.

Turning the pharmaceutical expertise 
and technical knowledge behind the 
development of a vaccine into engaging, 
accessible content that can be utilised 
by individuals of any language will play 
a huge part in accelerating the medical 
science developments in response to 
COVID-196. And, better yet, might lead to 
even greater engagement with medical 
and clinical trials well into the future.   

Introducing a New Vaccine
The continued success of vaccines 
depends on high rates of acceptance7, 
and any example of misinformation or a 
lack of clarity during their introduction to 
mainstream society can severely hinder 
their long-term effectiveness. 

Add to this a wide range of theories that 
alternative science can cure coronavirus, 
the 8 per cent of people globally who 
think vaccines aren’t important for 
children8, and the conspiracy theories 
circulating that coronavirus doesn’t exist 
at all, and there will be a challenge in 
communicating to the masses that having 
the vaccine is essential. 

If society is to return to any level of 
normality any time soon, this will require 
not just the rapid scale-up of vaccine 
production but widespread outreach 
of the benefits of simultaneously 
vaccinating every person on the planet. 
This is not something that has yet been 
achieved or needed to be delivered with 
such speed. When this process eventually 
transpires, communications will play just 
as important a role in moving ahead from 
this disease as the vaccine itself. 

 
In the past, ‘traditional’ communication 

and outreach methods have been used 
to drive immunisation rates up to 85-90 
per cent9. Healthcare professionals are 
still the most trusted source of vaccine 
information and advice10 and will be the 
first port of call for those who seek a 
finalised vaccine. But while, with previous 
vaccines, it would have been sufficient 
to develop registration dossiers and a 
brief collection of marketing material, in 
today’s world there are a variety of less 
traditional routes that could be taken to 
ensure a to-be-developed coronavirus 
vaccine reaches even more of the global 
population.   

The World Health Organization 
(WHO) has a long-established, seven- 
step process for introducing a new 

vaccine and its foundations include 
the crafting of messages and materials 
which inform and involve the public 
of its benefits via mass media. This 
has to extend beyond the realms of 
newspapers; healthcare websites must 
have dedicated areas which inform 
the public about how to source a 
vaccine; social media channels must be 
flooded with the benefits for families; 
advertising slots on television should 
include jargon-free explanations about 
the future of society once the vaccine 
reaches the majority of a country ’s 
population. And all of this needs to be 
translated into the languages which 
make it accessible and clear to every 
person on this planet.  

In doing so, the WHO says, a trust 
in the new vaccine will be built, while 
awareness of its availability and the 
immunisation programme in general will 
see additional demand as a consensus 
will grow in how it prevents widespread 
disease11.

Looking Ahead
If the coronavirus has revealed one thing 
about the world, it is that there is a huge 
disparity in healthcare and medical 
messaging, even if the virus or disease 
in question knows no bounds in terms 
of its geographical impact. There have 
been ongoing comparisons between 
how COVID-19 is affecting different 
countries at different rates and different 
times. This is leading communities to 
make their own predictions about the 
impact that following or ignoring another 
country’s actions could have on their own 
society. As such, it is crucial for leaders 
to develop a single, consistent, easily 
translatable and widely relatable set of 
communications about any vaccine that 
emerges to beat coronavirus, and any 
vaccines in the future, to create a single 
resource of trusted information about 
globally-available vaccines.

With regard to the pharmaceutical 
industry specifically, the need for the 
quick production of a vaccine to cure the 
pandemic is shining a spotlight on the 
hidden – but constant – role the sector 
plays in keeping the world safe; for them, 
this revelation is nothing new. However, 
looking beyond the pandemic there 
will be a need for the ways in which the 
industry works to change, to ensure we 
can continue to develop new medicines 
using expertise from around the world 
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when there is a high possibility we won’t 
be together, in a physical capacity. 

By communicating effectively all the 
steps and processes required to develop 
a vaccine for a virus that is so high on 
the agenda, in the future, we will see an 
even greater understanding of the need 
for clinical trials, and a dependence on 
human testing. Ensuring the science 
behind this is translated into relatable 
messaging, available in languages 
spoken all around the world, will develop 
greater public confidence in this practice 
and will mean more people are on board 
with coming forward to volunteer. Failing 
to do so will simply position the vaccine as 
inaccessible, and only available to those 
who speak the more popular languages 
around the world. When we are literally 

talking about life and death, there is no 
rationale for ignoring the huge difference 
it makes to be spoken to in your own 
language.
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