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Issue Identification

Should pharmaceutical companies host their own blogs in order to discuss products and disease states directly with the users and prescribers of their products?

Blogs

A blog is a website that is maintained by an individual or in this case a corporation that posts regular entries of events and happenings.  Usually these entries are a commentary or news on a specific subject.  Often visitors to a blog have the opportunity to leave comments to an entry on a blog which creates a community of interaction between the blogger, the commenter’s, and the readers.  Blogging has taken off in the past 5 years due to the emergence of high speed internet and the ease of which a blog can be set up.  Free software is readily available for someone who wishes to begin his/her own blog.  There has also been experimentation with blogs by companies such as McDonalds and Microsoft.  These experiments have had varying degrees of success.  While some companies have been more aggressive in assuming the risks associated with blogging, pharmaceutical companies must be more diligent in their risk mitigation efforts because of the type of product that they produce.  The pharmaceutical industry is highly regulated and any drug related literature is under constant scrutiny by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA).     

Pharma and Blogs 

The pharmaceutical industry, due to the nature of the products that it produces, touches people lives in a more profound manner than most other products.  The use of blogs is something that has been on the radar of pharmaceutical companies for many years since it creates an intimate environment for drug maker and consumers to interact.  However, the possible rewards that hosting a blog could bring to both drug maker and consumers are not without numerous risks.  In recent years some pharmaceutical companies have sponsored blogs.  The intent here was to mitigate the risk of actually hosting a blog by sponsoring one that was dedicated to a particular disease state.  The major problem with this, from the company’s perspective, is that it is not guaranteed that the company’s product that treats the disease state will be mentioned.  However, making the jump from sponsoring to hosting blogs has been a complex challenge for pharmaceutical companies.  This is not a technical problem since blogs are a mature technology, they are easy and inexpensive to create and they have a widespread diffusion.  This is more of an issue on how to properly use this technology in regards to a highly regulated industry while trying to avoid the major pitfalls that can be encountered when a blog is considered to be “corporate”.  

There is not a debate as to the success for blogs for individuals that talk about their diseases and the different treatments they receive.  It is not uncommon for people to blog about their experience with cancer and to have a plethora of people subscribe to their blog.  This is another reason that makes hosting a blog very attractive to pharmaceutical companies.    In June of 2007 GlaxoSmithKline launched a corporate blog for their FDA approved over-the-counter weight loss drug Alli.  The website is alliconnect.com and has posts about Alli, obesity and real life stories from users of the drug.  Alliconnect is an example of the movement of big pharma into hosting blogs, but again it must be noted that this product is over-the-counter.  

 In the following sections both the benefits and risks that a pharmaceutical company will have to consider when debating whether or not to host its own blog will be presented.       
Benefits

The internet has created an environment where at the touch of a button a person can be connected to others around the world.  It is one of the most convenient ways for people to get information since they can remain anonymous and not have to pick up a phone or leave the house or office.  A hosted blog would allow users and prescribers of a pharmaceutical company’s drugs to interact directly with trained medical staff who specialize in answering drug related questions.  This conversation can help to address some on the mistrust that people have for pharmaceutical companies because the people commenting and asking questions on a blog would be dealing with an individual or team of individuals.  This would also allow for the conversation to be recorded and documented.  The information that can be gained from blogging would help to address major concerns that people are having.  And like the old saying goes “if you have a question most likely others have that same question”.  With a blog people can search and see what others have asked instead of asking the same question again.  
The “opening up” of a pharmaceutical company will help to address some of the reputation problems that they have had and are having.  It shows good will on the part of the pharma company that they are willing to let a dialogue take place and answer questions directly.  This also has some residual benefits.  This is first hand market research and trends can be extrapolated directly from the consumer.  It would help a pharmaceutical company address the issues better in their other marketing materials.  A blog may also help to cut down on support costs if it reduces the number of phone calls and that traffic gets redirected to the blog.  

For the consumer they have a much more convenient way of asking critical questions or seeing the concerns and the responses to those concerns that others have had.  This helps to keep the consumer informed so they can make the best possible decision.  It also helps to provide with information that they normally wouldn’t have, because they would not ask or because the information was not readily available.  It also gives them a face and a name of the specialist they are interacting with rather than just a big company.  This can be the catalyst that gets a person the best possible treatment available.                              
Obstacles and Risks     
A blog is a commentary that is supposed to be uninfluenced and free from the censorship of another entity.  This is the first major obstacle that the pharmaceutical companies must overcome.  Their blogs are in essence a forum to discuss their own drugs and disease states that the drugs address this makes them immediately bias.  The perception of the blog visitors may be that the company is editing and omitting entries that they do not want the consumer to see.  This could be detrimental to the one of the main purposes of the blog which is to build some level of trust.  

Federal regulation is another concern of a pharmaceutical company hosting its own blog.  Direct-to-consumer marketing is under strict scrutiny and fines have been levied against pharmaceutical companies that do not comply with direct-to-consumer rules.   What should the blog owner do is a consumer post a comment regarding off-label use of the drug being discussed?  Should the comment be removed or addressed? Again this ties back into the censorship factor and trying to build trust between parties. 
Off-label uses are not the only type posting that a pharmaceutical company leaves its blog open to.  It also leaves it open to negative comments and feedback on the company and its products.  What should a company do it this case?  Address the comments, not address the comments or remove the comments.  Once again this has implications of trust and giving the consumer all the different opinions and testimonials that exist.         
Due to these risks companies have proceeded to sponsor blogs that address disease states.  The idea behind this is that building awareness of a disease state will increase sales of medications that treat the particular disease.  While this is a safer maneuver it does come with a major caveat.  There is no guarantee that the sponsoring company’s drug will be mentioned.  There is also the issue of the consumers drawing a strong enough connection between the company and the disease state.        
Although a minor risk there is still the chance that people will just not use or visit the blog.  The cost to the pharmaceutical company would be minimal since blogs are not that expensive or time consuming to set up.  But there is always the risk that the blog is not used as the pharmaceutical company had intended it to be used by the consumer. 
Evidence of Issue Difficulty 

Although general information about blogs is abundant information specifically about pharmaceutical companies hosting blogs is not.  The literature that is available touts only the positives of blog hosting yet there aren’t any companies hosting blogs.  This is evidence that the problem isn’t as simple as just looking at what the advantages of hosting a blog are.  Another reason is that the benefits of blogs are known and blogs are inexpensive and technically easy to set up.  Still there is yet to be an abundant presence of blogs for major drugs.  As mentioned above GlaxoSmithKline is experimenting with a hosted blog for Alli, but this is an over-the-counter application.  This is evidence that Pharma is interested in hosting blogs but have not worked out all the issues.               

While working in the pharmaceutical industry there were groups talking about the logistics of hosting a blog.  From what I could personally gather it is definitely something that the industry is grappling with.  It seems that the major concerns discussed above are what are currently preventing Pharma from hosting blogs.  
Stakeholders

The main stakeholders are the pharmaceutical companies since they assume all the risk and most of the benefits that come from hosting a blog.  They care about this issue because hosting a blog can help to get there products in front of the people who need them the most.  It also creates an environment where consumers can have interaction with an individual rather than with a company.  This would also help to help mend the image that consumers perceive pharmaceutical companies to have.  The FDA is also a stakeholder because they must help to regulate the blogs.  It may also cause them to develop new regulations to handle the new media.  Consumers are a stakeholder because they are the ones who are directly affected.  They care about this issue because they would be able to get accurate information fast that could answer their specific questions.               

If the problem was better understood there would be a platform upon which both consumers and pharmaceutical companies could benefit.  Consumers would have better information and could make informed decisions regarding a disease state.  I would also help the industry to begin to change its image by giving the consumers a face and a person to interact with.   With blogs it would be possible for a physician, who is normally constrained by time, to post a question in a blog at midnight from his home.  The next day his question would be answered.  The answer would come from a medical profession who deals specifically with the product he inquired about.  The physician would then be able to accurately prescribe the medication to someone in need.       

 Not understanding the issue could lead to multiple problems.  First, lawsuits or fines could be imposed for the misuse of direct-to-consumer advertising.  Next, mistrust issues could arise due to the censorship of information.  Here it is important to know what the consumers are expecting from this type of blog.  Lastly, not fully understanding the issue may lead to increased regulation and thus hosted blog will never be implemented in the pharmaceutical industry.            

Conclusion
There are numerous instances of personally run disease state blogs that are very successful.  Pharmaceutical companies are grappling with how they can host their own blogs and still have the same amount of success.  The benefits from hosting a blog a quite clear yet they haven’t figured out a way to mitigate the risks involved.  Once a pharmaceutical company does it can be expected that most others will follow.  It must also be taken into consideration that once a pharmaceutical company decides to host a blog all the risks mention above must be addressed.  The failure to do so will cause the failure of the hosted blog and the failure of the blog could lead to significant consequences for the company.           
