
An ebook on out-of-the-box product marketing ideas experimented, 
implemented and accomplished by world-renowned pharma players.
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obody but Prof Philip Kotler, the ‘Father of Marketing’, could 

Nhave put the whole exercise of marketing so aptly. As for the 

pharmaceutical companies, marketing was not a function 

paid much attention to. However, things have been gradually changing 

for the better. The global market for pharmaceuticals is $900 billion 

and is fully expected to exceed $1.1 trillion in the next few years. 

Pharma is the one of the fastest growing industries and the 

competition in the pharma market is the stiffest than this market has 

ever seen. Drug pricing may be up for a debate around the world and 

policies may keep changing, but the sector is not going to see a slow 

down because of a fall in demand. 

‘Marketing	is	the	ability	to	hit	the	mark’	–	Philip	Kotler

So what is turning the tide in favor of marketing? For starters, the 

differentiation in the products is getting smaller, both in terms of 

bene�its and features. Marketing spends allow the companies to help 

carve out a niche for themselves and make a space in an already 

cluttered pharma market. Marketing helps pharma companies reach 

newer audience, become a �irst-mover in a relatively unknown space 

and create awareness for new diseases. 

Pharma industry too boasts of some of the most interesting marketing 

stories in terms of product launches, creating a new market and 

spreading education for a disease. We bring you 10 such remarkable 

case studies that will give you some food for thought for your own 

product or area of work. These stories also defy the age-old concept 

that pharma marketing has to be boring and banal. At every step of the 

way these companies challenged the stereotypes, pushed the 

boundaries, came with unconventional strategies and did the 

unthinkable. Take a look. 

Introduction



Erectile Dysfunction (ED) market had been known to be dominated by Viagra, launched by pharma 

major, P�izer. In 2003 when Eli Lilly came out with its drug for ED, named Cialis, it had a 

tremendous challenge ahead to overcome – to make its mark in a market which knew nothing 

except Viagra. Both the drugs being prescription-only, making health practitioners to prescribe Cialis was 

also a big test for Lilly. Doctors had reservations about Cialis because as compared to Viagra, Cialis was 

known to have a longer half-life, with its effects lasting up to 36 hours. That meant the medicine stayed 

that much longer in the system, not something that doctors were comfortable with.   

BACKGROUND

CASE STUDY 1

Cialis by Eli Lilly

That being said, the longer half-life for Cialis 

meant it stayed relevant for a longer time 

giving more �lexibility to the couple to choose 

when they want to get intimate, and not 

succumb to time-bound pressure. The brand 

turned this very product trait ,  so far 

considered as a disadvantage, into its USP. 

INSIGHT

BIG IDEA



Cialis is the second-biggest name in the ED treatment drug market now, after Viagra. Months after its 

launch, it took as much as 40% market share in some countries. 

Data published in the journal European Urology supports the success of Cialis in the USA, showing that 

73% of men preferred the drug to Viagra for treatment of their ED after receiving treatment with both 

products.

IMPACT

Through a series of print ads, 
Cialis showed how its product 
gave the freedom to choose 

their time of intimacy to a couple. 

Lilly also started ‘The Cialis Promise’ 
program, a �irst-of-its-kind in ED line 
of treatment. The program offered free 
trial of Cialis to men suffering from ED. 
If they liked the product, Lilly paid for 
another free Cialis sample for them. 
However, if they didn’t like it, Lilly 
offered to pay for the prescription 
drug for ED of their choice. 

EXECUTION

Don’t shy away from thinking out of the box (animated 
characters including) to create market for something new or to 

sell a new drug.

KEY TAKEAWAY



Toenail fungus infection or onychomycosis is a condition with symptoms like white or yellow nail 

discoloration, thickening of the nail, and separation of the nail from the nail bed. It is not a condition 

one would actively seek out medical treatment for, at most the infection is considered a discomfort or 

inconvenience in everyday functioning. The commonly known treatments for this condition are 

surgery or topical ointments. Novartis launched Lamisil, an oral pill for treating toenail fungus, in 

1997. The pharma giant is known to spend dollars in research and while much of the study went in 

the product formulation, the product wasn’t getting picked up that much. 

T he main reason for this was a lack of 

awareness for onychomycosis. Not even 

physicians and healthcare professionals 

were too keen to prescribe any medicine as it was 

considered more of a cosmetic-condition than a 

disease that needed medical attention. Hence the 

condition mostly was under-treated due to poor 

diagnosis.  

BACKGROUND

INSIGHT

BIG IDEA

CASE STUDY 2

Lamisil by Novartis



The animated character was cute, creepy and left a mark on 

the viewers long after the campaign was over. Even 

though the campaign ran into its share of controversies due 

to over-promising the results in the ads and certain side-

effects of the drug, Digger had already made its name in the 

market. Lamisil sales jumped 19% to $1.2 billion worldwide 

in 2004. Lamisil was bringing i n  $ 3 3  m i l l i o n  i n  n e w 

prescriptions in April 2003 a n d  a f te r  t h e  c a m p a i g n 

launch, the new prescriptions accounted to $44 million in 

July 2004. In fact, Lamisil became one of the biggest 

selling drugs in the Novartis portfolio. 

In 2003, Novartis went all the-way to make its presence felt in this space with a 360-degree designed 

marketing campaign for Lamisil. The campaign was kickstarted by introducing a cartoon character 

named ‘Digger the Dermatophyte’ - a yellow-colored creature with pointy ears, a tail and brown spots. 

Through a series of advertisements, Digger is shown to explain the infection, raise awareness and 

encourage people to get in touch with their doctors for prescribing them Lamisil. 

Through TV spots, print ads, digital communication on WebMD, NYTimes.com, Discover Health and 

Yahoo! Health, Digger was seen shaking people out of slumber of ignorance of toe fungus infection and to 

take action for it. 

Digger also became one of the �irst characters in pharma marketing. 

IMPACT

EXECUTION

Don’t shy away from thinking out of the box (animated 
characters including) to create market for something new or to 

sell a new drug.

KEY TAKEAWAY



The marketing campaigns for the drugs prescribed for MS were 

doctor-centric. Patients’ involvement in the decision-making 

was passive, even though it was shown through research that 

patients were eager to understand more and take control of their 

disease. MS often af�licts women in the 

prime of their lives – working women or 

when they have young children – these 

were the patients who wanted to �ight this 

disease by being actively involved in the 

process.

M
ost of the treatments available for Multiple 

Sclerosis (MS) were injection-based. An oral 

medication for MS was unheard of when Novartis 

launched Gilenya in a very crowded space for MS drugs. It 

wasn’t easy to break the status quo of existing line of injected 

medication that was prevalent. 

BACKGROUND

INSIGHT

BIG IDEA

CASE STUDY 3

Gilenya by Novartis 



The campaign was a tremendous success. 

Gilenya was the largest revenue contributor, 

with more than $3 billion in annual sales by 

2016 for Novartis. There was a 22% increase 

reported in patients who considered Gilenya 

and a 21% increase in patients requesting 

Gilenya by name. Brand awareness among 

women aged 25-44 was 76% in December 

2013, a 34% increase from January of that year. 

90% of its Facebook posts were shared by 

users.

Novartis pushed the envelope in terms of a healthcare campaign by introducing Gilenya with a 

bold tone and a colorful look and feel to the visuals. The brand integrated Facebook, Twitter, and 

YouTube pro�iles into its website, encouraging people to post public messages. The campaign 

smartly leveraged social media giving people a trusted platform to share their MS struggles and stories, 

bring their optimism to support each other, and build a nurturing community presence. The user-

generated voices to the campaign further lend authenticity and credibility to the brand. 

IMPACT

EXECUTION

When in doubt, directly talk to your customer in the language 
they understand.

KEY TAKEAWAY



BACKGROUND

The drugs in the market treated depression, the 

mental, emotional and more psychological symptoms 

of it – like feelings of sadness and fatigue. But people 

suffering from depression also suffer from very clear 

and visible physical pain, symptoms of which include 

trouble in sleeping and weight �luctuation. The 

physical pain of depression was very visible and real, 

and that’s where the brand could differentiate itself. 

INSIGHT

When Eli Lilly got the approval for Cymbalta, an anti-drepressant, after a struggle of 13 years, it had a very 

short window to enter the market and make its presence felt. Also, patent for Prozac, Lilly’s big-ticket 

player in the �ield of anti-depressants, was going to expire. To not lose the market share of Prozac to 

another brand, Lilly had to come up with a drug that will give it a competitive edge over others in 

depression treatment.  

BACKGROUND

CASE STUDY 4

Cymbalta by Eli Lilly      



Cymbalta was able to break into a crowded 

antidepressant market and hit blockbuster 

status in its second year and $4.2 billion in sales 

by 2011 - eight years after launch. As per 

Nielsen, a Cymbalta commercial was the 

second-most recalled DTC ad of 2008. 

The campaign was executed both of�line and online. First the unbranded ‘Depression hurts’ part 

was launched with TVCs and then the Cymbalta branding took over. The microsite of Cymbalta had 

an interactive ‘symptom body map’ where the person could self-screen himself for pain in various 

parts of body. This had an interesting take on making people aware of their problem and discuss the 

solution with them. The whole objective was to make people look at depression differently. Entire 

campaign had a real-life look and feel, with adults in real-life situations, which made the campaign and its 

message of physical pain of depression even more real. 

IMPACT

EXECUTION

Even in a cluttered market, your product can talk to a person if 
it has its heart and insight in the right place. 

KEY TAKEAWAY



New York has the most number of 

people infected with Hepatitis C in the 

US. Vertex Pharmaceuticals launched its 

drug Incivek, approved by US and 

European regulators, in 2011, making it 

one of the fastest drug launches ever. That 

being said, there is a twist to the story. 

Read to �ind out.

The awareness of the disease was said to be low and the infection 

could go undetected for years without growing any symptoms. 

But if left untreated, it could cause fatal liver cancer. What was 

needed was to create awareness for a relatively unknown but 

potentially life-threatening disease. 

BACKGROUND

INSIGHT

BACKGROUND

CASE STUDY 5

Incivek by Vertex 



Close to 3.8 million people passed a C. More than 23,000 people actually spoke with one of the C 

ambassadors. The microsite, FindHepC.com, received more than 25,000 visits. Incivek reached $1 billion 

in sales in the �irst year. 

However, sales dwindled after �irst year due to competitive products entering the market. Vertex 

eventually withdrew the product from the US market. But this marketing campaign continues to be a 

benchmark for out-of-the-box launches in pharma industry. It was bold and unconventional, was received 

well and did its job.

The cleverly-designed marketing 

c a m p a i g n  w a s  i n t r o d u c e d 

unbranded, to create awareness for 

the disease. Letter 'C' was placed at 

strategic locations across NYC along with 

signages, murals and postings. People were 

intrigued into knowing more about the 

letter and the disease henceforth. There 

were brand ambassadors at the locations 

imparting more information about the 

condition and asking people to take risk 

assessment tests. 

IMPACT

EXECUTION

Thinking out-of-the-box can be refreshing even in industries we 
least expect it to work.

KEY TAKEAWAY



What this disease needs apart from latest in 

medicines are tools for patient engagement and 

disease management.

INSIGHT

BACKGROUND

According to an estimate, there are more than 500 million cases of type 2 diabetes across the world, and it 

is only going to grow. However, the pharma brands are seen to be pushing their products through medical 

professionals, and not seen as taking interest in developing awareness about the disease or help patients 

manage diabetes better through their intervention.  

BACKGROUND

CASE STUDY 6

Cornerstone4Care by Novo Nordisk   



Nordisk launched the campaign with unbranded portal that acts as a support system for diabetes 

patients covering 4 cornerstones of diabetes care - healthy eating, being active, medicine, and 

tracking. The website is full of resources that can be accessed even without prescription. However, 

more choices open up in the website when the it changes from unbranded content to branded information. 

People who are considering signing up tend to opt for Novo therapy after their interactive experience with 

the portal. Their line of medicine, Victoza, has separate section for those who have opted for the treatment. 

Cornerstone4Care has developed an entire ecosystem for better diabetes management and the brand does 

seem to have a better recall value when it comes to imparting education in the �ield. 

EXECUTION

What’s more to making and marketing a product? Patient 
engagement, spreading awareness and building a safe 

ecosystem for disease management.

KEY TAKEAWAY

The portal has been in existence since last 10 

years and going strong. The market shares of 

Victoza grew 18% in 2017 despite competition 

from global pharma majors. 

IMPACT



What does a brand do when the patent for one of its 

star products is going to expire? Can it afford to lose its 

market hold? What are the options open to the brand if 

it wants to stay ahead in that market segment as well 

as in consumer minds? That was the conundrum 

facing the market leader in GERD (gastro esophageal 

re�lux disease) or commonly known as heart burn – 

AstraZeneca. The patent of its hero product to treat 

GERD, Prilosec, was going to expire in 2001, and once 

expired the market was open to low-cost generic 

drugs. The pharma brand put together a highly-

specialized research team to come up with an 

alternative to Prilosec that will help it retain the 

market for heart burn, may be with better results. 

Result – Nexium.

Time was not on the side of AstraZeneca, but it 

wanted to reach out directly to its target 

consumers and doctors telling them about the 

product bene�its and helping them transition 

from Prilosec. 

INSIGHT

BACKGROUND

CASE STUDY 7

Nexium by AstraZeneca 

INSIGHT



Nexium launch is one of the biggest, 

successful and award-winning 

marketing campaigns in pharma 

marketing. The company was able 

to retain its hold in the GERD drug 

market and even better it. It had 

been able to very successfully lead 

the transition from Prilosec to 

Nexium for its consumers. The 

sales of Nexium between 2000 and 

2006 clocked at US$19.58 billion. 

A c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  c o m p a n y, 

between 2000 and 2006, 126 

million prescription of Nexium had 

been written globally. 

This makes a great case study about how to build-up on the 
goodwill your product already has in the market and leverage it 

to create something bigger and better. 

KEY TAKEAWAY

EXECUTION

The company spent heavily in the marketing campaign of Nexium. Huge amount of free samples was 

handed out to doctors. The extra-ordinary number of its sales staff went all out spending time 

explaining the drug to doctors. The product was also priced lower than Prilosec to drive sales, 

gradually moving to a similar price range. To induce trials and build a large customer base, the company tied 

up with Reader’s Digest. The magazine’s 3,80,000 household strong reader base in the US had reported 

more than 30 ailments in the form, and hence the magazine’s database had a subscriber data ranging 

between 25,000 to more than 1.5 million. This credible piece of data helped AstraZeneca reach households 

that reported GERD and offer Nexium.

IMPACT



Since the market wasn’t even aware of a disease, 

there weren’t even many specialists treating the 

disease, or spreading awareness about it. Indian 

diabetes market needed an intervention, a 

propelling push towards recovery. 

BACKGROUND

Back in the 1980s, diabetes was considered a niche therapy in India, a disease not many had heard of. In 

fact, it did not even feature in the top 50 diseases by value of drugs sold in India. However, India was 

changing. The western lifestyle was taking over in the country, at least in the urban cities. This was driving 

a rise in a slew of lifestyle conditions such as diabetes, cardio-vascular diseases etc. 

BACKGROUND

INSIGHT

CASE STUDY 8

Diabetes awareness by Novo Nordisk



Novo Nordisk entered the Indian diabetes market by talking to both doctors and patients. The 

company conducted India’s �irst ever diabetes survey, trained doctors in diabetology, and 

invested heavily in establishing insulin as a category and towards disease diagnosis. The Dutch 

pharma major also invested in creating diabetes awareness through engagement program - Changing 

Diabetes Barometer – along with the governments of seven states. The CDB is monitoring system to 

measure the progress made towards �ighting the disease. It gives out a globally accepted framework to 

manage and control diabetes. 

EXECUTION

Novo Nordisk took a two-part approach to diabetes 

awareness in India. As a pilot project in Bihar, the 

company screened 1.5 lakh people at 357 camps. It 

also trained 37 doctors and other healthcare 

professionals in practical diabetology, and 

improved Diabetes management skills among 382 

selected healthcare professionals. The screening 

found out diabetes prevalence to be at 11.6%. 

In second part, the company increased the reach to 

100 centers and trained more than 300 ASHA 

(accredited social health activist) activists. Further, 

more than 2,000 healthcare professionals were 

trained via conferences and trainings in next 12 

months. 

India’s �ight against diabetes can largely be 

attributed to the signi�icant role played by Novo 

Nordisk. The whole generation of physicians 

and diabetologists that were trained by Novo 

Nordisk in diabetes management during 1980s 

are also the reason that India is in a much better 

place to �ight the disease today. 

More than 7.5 lakh patients underwent 

s c re e n i n g  a n d  ove r  3 , 5 0 0  h e a l t h c a re 

professionals received training under the 

�lagship awareness program of Novo Nordisk. 

IMPACT

How to be a first-mover in a niche therapy/market? Have 
patience and invest in spreading awareness, engaging and 

educating the stakeholders and think long-term. 

KEY TAKEAWAY



As per a study initiated by Abbott and conducted across eight urban cities in India, one in 10 adults in India 

is affected by hypothyroidism. Women are three times more likely to be hit by the condition than men. The 

study suggested if 100 people are suspected to have hypothyroidism, about 25 to 30 per cent are being 

detected, diagnosed and treated. The rest 60 to 70 per cent are not even aware of it. This can largely be 

attributed to the low level of awareness for the disease in the country along with the high diagnosis costs.

BACKGROUNDBACKGROUND

The world over thyroid disorders remain one of the 

most under-diagnosed health conditions. When left 

untreated, its symptoms mirror as those of other 

disorders to a larger extent and can be confused 

with those other ailments, making thyroid 

disorders one of the most neglected chronic health 

conditions..

INSIGHT

CASE STUDY 9

Making India Thyroid Aware by Abbott 



A
bbott India launched a multi-pronged approach to tackle hypothyroidism. The objective was to 

make Indians aware of the symptoms, risks, and treatment available for the condition. To 

encourage early detection and diagnosis, Abbott organized screenings in cities and villages 

across India. It offered discounted blood tests at doctors’ clinics across the country. In four Indian states, 

Abbott used mobile vans to spread awareness about thyroid disorders and to prompt blood tests. 

The company tied up with the Indian Thyroid Society (ITS) to further the research for thyroid disorder 

awareness. It sponsored lectures, training of doctors and continuing medical education in the area. 

Abbott also helped in launching treatment guidelines for hypothyroidism. The guidelines recommended 

universal screening every 5 years for people over 35 years of age. To amplify the messaging, Abbott also 

took Bollywood actors Juhi Chawla and Kajol on board. 

EXECUTION

The company succeeded in its efforts to bring in 

awareness for the condition with over two 

m i l l i o n  b e i n g  s c r e e n e d .  T h r o u g h  i t s 

partnership with ITS, Abbott has been able to 

reach millions by diagnosis and education 

camps across India. The resultant effect for this 

campaign was a rise in Thyronorm, Abbott 

India’s drug to tackle hypothyroidism.  

IMPACT

Creating a market or need for a product by creating
awareness. 

KEY TAKEAWAY



Over 100 million are affected by 

Chronic  Obstruct ive  Pulmonary 

Disease (COPD) in China but less than 

7% are properly diagnosed. As for the 

rest, breathlessness is just one of the 

signs of aging they believe they have to 

deal with. COPD is one of the top three 

causes of death in China, largely due to it 

b e i n g  u n d e r - d i a g n o s e d  a n d 

undertreated. It was a big challenge to 

make people aware of the disease and 

get them to a hospital for a checkup. 

BACKGROUND

If people are not going to the clinic to get a 

checkup done, how about bringing a simple self-

test mechanism to them in a way they can 

understand? 

INSIGHT

CASE STUDY 10

WeChat health testing tool by GSK 



WeChat is the ubiquitous app available in every phone in China, used by everyone across all age 

groups. GSK along with its advertising partner, McCann Health, devised a self-test tool that 

was both creative and technologically advanced. The company decided to leverage the 

traditional art form of blow-painting. They tied up with a popular blow-ink artist and a leading 

pulmonologist and designed the ‘Breath of life’ test that was available in WeChat. 

As per the algorithm designed, once the person chose the type of tree and color for it, he would blow into 

the microphone of his device. The microphone would record the sound of breath to produce a sound wave 

and the algorithm would create the �igure of a tree. The size of the tree would indicate a person’s lung 

capacity. A score lower than 70% would send a noti�ication to go for a health checkup.  People could also 

share their tree artwork on social media to inspire others in their network to take the test. 

EXECUTION

The multi award-winning campaign was a huge 

hit in China. ‘Breath of life’ was the �irst COPD 

self-tool on WeChat and within two weeks of 

launch, it had already garnered 10,000 click-

throughs. The campaign was termed an 

interactive and fun way to check something as 

serious as a disease in an age group that is not 

so much used to new ideas.

IMPACT

Creating a market or need for a product by creating
awareness. 

KEY TAKEAWAY
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