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1. Abstract 

The pharmaceutical industry has not enjoyed a positive view in the public’s eyes for many years.  They now have the ability to connect with their consumers on a level that was not possible in the past.  This is due to the introduction of web 2.0.  Blogs can be used to help put a human face on a corporate entity and allow them to connect with their consumers on a personal level13.  Despite this new technology and the benefits that can be seen pharmaceutical companies are slow to adopt the use of blogs. This paper discusses the benefits and risks associated with pharmaceutical companies hosting blogs. Also, it offers a recommendation on how they should approach web 2.0 and the hosting of blogs.        
2. Introduction

2.1 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 opinion on a specific subject15.  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.  
2.2 Pharmaceutical Industry and Blogs
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).
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 of 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 the pharmaceutical industry into hosting blogs, but again it must be noted that this product is over-the-counter.  Over-the-counter products are not subject to the same level of direct-to-consumer advertising regulations that a prescription drug is subject to.      

3.  Benefits and Risks 
3.1 Benefits of Pharmaceutical Blogs

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 pharmaceutical companies 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.                 
3.2 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.  Visitors’ perception of the blog 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.  Along with off label usage posting there is also the possibility that adverse events will be reported by posters to the blog.  By law adverse events that occur due to the use of a pharmaceutical drug must be reported to the FDA.  The FDA stores all the reported adverse events in a database.  This database is often search by lawyers who are looking to file class actions lawsuits14.  
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. 

4. 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.            

5.  Current Knowledge
5.1 Trade Press

In the trade press the issue is addressed by ultimately saying that pharmaceutical companies are afraid of web 2.0 but the pressure to move in that direction is far too great for it to be ignored.  Other industries have seen great success with the use of web 2.0 and blogs yet the pharmaceutical industry has been yet to adopt these technologies.  The main reason for this is the fact that user-generated content may report adverse events which must be reported to the FDA1.  There is a split between agencies telling the pharmaceutical companies that these adverse effects are rarely reported and the brand teams having to deal with their legal departments.  But there is the discussion of the trends, inside and outside the industry, within the realm of technology and marketing.  Physicians are reporting a shift to researching information about drugs online. This is also true of the use of web 2.0 with consumers.  They are increasingly more likely to engage in web 2.0 and online social networking2.

Basically, the reporting of an adverse event means that if someone posts to a blog that they had some form of side effect that wasn’t listed as a possibility the pharmaceutical company has a duty to investigate the claim and report on its findings.  The potential for this to overwhelm a pharmaceutical company is definitely there but there is also raising public safety by all of the events that could possible occur being reported.  This is all a matter of closely monitoring the copnverstaion11 and taking the appropriate action.        

They also discuss the fact that a blog and web 2.0 is all about the interaction with the potential consumers.  It gives pharmaceutical companies a way to talk with patients rather than at them4.  This could possible build a better relationship with pharmaceutical companies and their patients and ensure that they are getting proper information from a credible internet source. It also lists ways that a pharmaceutical company can plan ahead of time.  Answering what should the pharmaceutical company do and look at before setting up a blog. It lists a series of questions: What’s already out there? Do we really need this new “stuff?” Do we have proper segmentation?
Do we have the money? Do we have the patience (not patients)? Do we have measurable objectives12? 

One paper gives a specific example of Johnson and Johnson (JNJ) who recently acquired childrenwithdiabetes.com3.  They are attempting to prove whether or not this is a viable way to reach it patients and doctors. This could possible the experiment that other companies with the industry look to in order to in order to develop their own web 2.0 strategies.              

Overall, trade press articles discuss why pharmaceutical companies do not optimally use web 2.0 and why some of their fears could be misconceptions.  They also state that pharmaceutical companies need to get onboard with web 2.0 going forward because the benefits from doing so far outweigh the risks.  They also compare the industry’s skepticism of web 2.0 with their initiate skepticism of web 1.0 and urge them not to make the same mistake twice.                       

5.2 Whitepapers

The whitepapers that were found did not specifically focus on blogs in the pharmaceutical industry.  They focus mainly on corporate blogs in general.  They contend that the emergence of blogs can help companies in the way they interact with customers.  Blogs can help put a face on a company when it presents itself to the public5.  

For the most part there are no vendor whitepapers in this space because of the nature of the technology.  Web 2.0 is ubiquitous and blogs can be set up relatively quickly and inexpensively.            

5.3 Academic Papers
Academic papers discuss studies that were done on blogs.  More specifically they present the results from studies that were collected from blogs that were created and used for particular disease states6.  Here social networking is more of the focus and how blogs are used by individuals to discuss their treatments. 

More academic research is done on blogs in general.  This includes social networking and how ideas and people move around in these blog networks.     

5.4 Other Sources

There are also sources that see this as an issue with policy due to FDA restrictions on direct to consumer advertising.  While they admit that blogs are the up and coming way to communicate with its consumers they also say it won’t take hold until best practices are more defined7.  They believe that the industry should work with the FDA in order to help establish these best practices.  There still remains a fear that if an adverse event appears on a blog post and the company does not report it to the FDA that there will be legal ramifications.  
Another source lists current web 2.0 uses in the industry.  These include websites like WebMD.com online networks like DailyStrength.com and Microsoft’s and Google’s foray into medical health records8.  And then presents a cost analysis case that asks the question if there are all of these forays into web 2.0 in the healthcare industry and the cost savings is staring them in the face then why don’t pharmaceutical companies blog?  The answer that is presented is that big pharmaceutical companies are slow-moving, conservative and very bureaucratic9. This leaves pharmaceutical companies stuck in web 1.5.  It ends by saying that this pharmaceutical web 2.0 revolution will happen once revenues begin to decline.

As mentioned above GSK has a dedicated blog to their product Alli, an over the counter weight loss produce, this article uses this as well as a JNJ blog as examples of companies trying to overcome barriers that exist in the marketing of drugs10.   It briefly talks again about what needs to be done is an adverse event is reported and uses these two examples as proof they have found a way to mitigate these risks.

6. Position
6.1 Pressure in the Industry 

The pharmaceutical industry is currently undergoing a significant change.  This is primarily due to two reasons: first, there is the belief that the era of the “blockbuster” is over.  Second, pharmaceutical companies are facing the 2011-2012 cliff in which current blockbuster drugs are going off patent protection and will be open to generic competition. This has caused the industry to split into two different groups the ones who believe that diversification will help to ease the transition into 2013 and beyond and those who believe that focusing on core abilities and advantages in drug development and manufacturing is the better route. They both believe however that the part of this future lies within an industry that is known for their ability to be agile, innovative and adaptive: biotechnology. This gives a prime example of how big pharmaceuticals got buried to far beneath their own bureaucracy and lack of their ability to adapt and are now having to adjust their strategies just to survive. Going forward they realize that in order to be successful it is pertinent that they adapt to their new environment.  This example helps to explain why pharmaceutical companies seem to be stuck in “web 1.5” and have not yet made the jump into web 2.0 and blogging.  
6.2 Current Environment        
While traditionally pharmaceutical companies have been known to be steeped in bureaucracy, tradition and conservatism. The pressures discussed above are being to create an environment where pharmaceutical companies are rethinking their strategies and are poised to take more risks.  It also opens up an environment that is very favorable to trying new things.  This is a ripe environment for pharmaceutical companies to make the jump to web 2.0 and blogs.  They are looking for new ways of doing business and ways to cut costs, again in preparation for the 2011-2012 cliff.  Blogs may provide a pharmaceutical company with both of these.  Doctors are beginning to shift their preferences on where they receive their information from16 and using sales reps to call on physicians is very expensive.  
6.3 Moving in the Right Direction   
There have been many reasons discussed above why pharmaceutical companies are reluctant to adopt blogging.  However at least one of the more damaging risks may not be as dire as it appears.  Adverse event reporting in JNJ’s recently acquired Childrenwithdiabetes.com was lower than expected17.  The risks that are present are well worth taking given the benefits that can be had and the changing in consumer and physician preferences.  JNJ’s move to acquire the Childrenwithdiabetes.com blog is a move in the right direction.  Pharmaceutical companies can no longer be steeped in bureaucracy and conservatism and must adapt to the changing environment.  
7. Recommendations

Clearly JNJ’s venture in owning a blog for a disease state is an excellent way to “test the waters”.  This should help others pharmaceutical companies to start serious considerations of owning their own blogs.  However, in this instance it would be wise to learn from JNJ’s use of the blog.  Pharmaceutical companies should take any lessons learned from JNJ’s experience and applied it to their own potential use of blogs.  Since there is already a first mover the results of that undertaking should be examined prior to another pharmaceutical company owning their own blog.   
They must completely understand all the risks that are associated with a blog but not be over conservative.  This will allow for innovation while having plans in place to mitigate any problems that may arise.  They may find, as discussed above, that some of their fears may be unfounded and for the most part the risks are not as bad as they had previously thought.  There is also the possibility that most of the risks can be mitigated with a well thought out strategy for their blog.

A good strategy and understanding what exactly they want to get out of their blog is also very important.  In order for a blog to be successful they must understand how their consumers and physicians will use it, how to market it, and how to regulate it.   This ensures the success of the blog while avoiding any legal ramifications that may arise.  There should be a dedicated person to monitor the blog in order to preempt any possible misuses and misinformation being posted.  This person should be different from the actual blog posters.  The blog posters should be medical professionals who are trained in the disease state and on the specifics of the drug that the blog addresses.  
8. Conclusion 
The pharmaceutical industry is undergoing many changes and if companies wish to survive they must not be afraid of being innovative and taking some calculated risks.  Web 2.0 and the benefits that can be gained from employing its services are staring them in the face.  It will just take a deviation from the traditional views and practices within the pharmaceutical industry in order to take advantage of what web 2.0 can offer.  There is the possibly of a huge shift in the way that pharmaceutical companies interact with their consumers and physicians.  The companies that do not evolve will find themselves at a competitive disadvantage and will be playing catch-up to the web 2.0 revolution while its competitors have already moved on to the web 3.0 era.     
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