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patients. Eleven medical societies endorsed
the recommendations. But, the influential
Infectious Disease Society of America (IDSA)
decided not to support them. Dr. Naomi
0'Grady, who headed up the IDSA panel that
reviewed the guidelines, told National Public
Radio that she believed the recommendations
were “developed to promote a product.”

Lilly responded aggressively: “We don't
believe that Lilly had any role in the
development of guideline content, beyond
funding the initiative. The campaign
worked independently and autonomously
and our funding for these grants was
openly disclosed.”

Clearly, certain segments of the media and
medical establishments are very skeptical
of third-party partnerships. But, will their
criticism have a negative impact on public

perceptions? Two studies focusing on non-

pharma company supported cause alliances
indicate that they may not.

A survey by the Arthritis Foundation found
that 42 percent of arthritis sufferers reported
that Aleve's support of its Arthritis Walk led
them to view the nonprofit more positively.
A 2006 study by PR Week and Barkley showed
that an average of 58 percent of respondents
said that it didn't matter whether there is a

“logical connection between a company and
a charity it is supporting.”

In addition, the public is exposed to a
constant drumbeat of negative news about
the pharma industry. Some may argue that
the public will eventually ignore bad press
about drug company-nonprofit alliances. If
we wait it out, they suggest, the furor will
eventually die down.

But, ignoring the problem isn't an
appropriate strategy. Growing criticism
of cause alliances may result in increased
regulation. This will make it even harder
for drug firms to support third parties.
Also, nonprofits that are perceived as
lacking credibility will have little influence.
If they are believed to be in the pocket of
the pharma industry, then the media, the
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public, the press and medical professionals
will ignore them.

There are many factors contributing to
growing skepticism about third-party
partnerships. Some include:

- Causealliances are not transparent: Very
little is revealed about why a pharma
company is supporting a project, how
nonprofits maintain their independence
and other important information

. Drug firms receive little press for

compliance: The pharma industry must
comply with numerous regulations by OIG
and other bodies to reduce the potential
for fraud. But, drug firms in compliance
receive little attention from the media. This
leaves the public with the impression that
all companies are dishonest

- Experts often consult with drug firms:
Pharma companies rely on experts to
provide them with important insights
about medical treatment, clinical trials
and other subjects. This means that many
prominent physicians have financial
relationships with drug firms. When
companies develop guidelines, policy
initiatives and educational programs, the

media and public assume they are biased.

But, many opinion leaders pride themselves
on providing excellent, evidence-based
care. They do not believe consulting with
drug firms clouds their judgment or causes
them to act irresponsibly.

Preserving the potency of third-party
alliances will require nonprofits and pharma
companies to address these issues in the
public sphere. Proactively communicating
with the media and public is the best way
to achieve this. While this will not satisfy all
critics, it may increase the credibility and
influence of third-party alliances.

Yet, before engaging in proactive
communications, nonprofits and drug firms
must answer some tough questions. Some
of the most important include:

- Transparency: How transparent are we
willing to be? For example, is a drug
company ready to acknowledge that
increasing awareness of a condition may
benefit it financially? How much will a
nonprofit want to disclose about the
relationship between its leadership and
the pharma industry?

. Criticism: Not everyone will believe that
a cause alliance is worthwhile. Proactive
communication may invite criticism. Is an
organization ready to handle negative
commentary and address critics?
Decreased ROI: There is a possibility that

revealing more information about cause
alliances will reduce their impact. Will
disclosure increase the odds of generating
negative press coverage? Will it decrease
the credibility of a nonprofit's messages?

Many nonprofits and pharma companies
might argue that they are appropriately
transparent about their partnerships. But, the
media, medical establishment and public are
far from satisfied. People want to know more
about why third-party partnerships are being
formed, how they are structured and what
they are meant to achieve. At a minimum
satisfying these demands will require:

- Providing meaningful information: For
example, a nonprofit can distribute (online
and offline) fact sheets, backgrounders and
other materials that provide details on:

- Its procedures for ensuring initiatives are
not unduly influenced by sponsors

. Thefinancial ties with those influencing
educational materials or treatment
recommendations and drug firms

- Proactively answering tough questions:
To achieve this, develop and publish FAQs
that address common critiques of pharma-
nonprofit partnerships.

Individuals working at pharma companies
and nonprofits are justifiably proud of
the partnerships they have formed. Many
initiatives have helped to significantly
improve medical treatment and saved lives.
But, increasing skepticism and criticism of
cause alliances is threatening to sap their
power. Preserving this valued resource will
require proactive and candid communication.
It won't be easy, but the rewards are great.
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