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Tech Giants Present Opportunities for Collaboration 
and Disruption in the Life Sciences Industry

As tech giants, such as Google, are 

entering the life sciences industry, 

healthcare companies should adapt 

their business model and embark 

with these new players on a more 

ambitious, personalized, and preven-

tive healthcare strategy. This indus-

try specific example provides pricing 

knowledge that can be applied by 

pricers in numerous industries. Au-

thor Anaïs Frappé is a Senior Con-

sultant at Simon-Kucher & Partners 

Life Sciences practice in New York. 

She holds a degree in Business Ad-

ministration and a MBA from ES-

SEC Business School, and a degree in 

Law from the University Panthéon-

Assas, France. This article was previ-

ously published in PharmExec. Re-

published with kind permission.
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Life sciences companies appear to 
be at a turning point: navigat-
ing through the challenges of 
cost-containment considerations, 

they are increasingly under pressure to 
achieve better outcomes at lower costs, 
and address patients’ individual needs. 
In this changing landscape, life sciences 
firms also encounter the entry of tech 
companies, amidst these the internet gi-
ant Google, in their ecosystem. How-
ever, the example of Google’s foray into 
healthcare presents an argument and an 
opportunity for established pharmaceu-
tical companies to adapt their business 
model and embark with tech players on a 
more ambitious, personalized, and pre-
ventive healthcare strategy.

Google’s advance into the 
life sciences market
A few years after the launch of Google 
Health, a personal health record ser-
vice launched in 2008 and cancelled in 
2011, internet giant Google made an-
other move into the life sciences business 
through the launch of Calico (California 
Life Company) in 2013 and the creation 
of Life Sciences in 2015. Calico is a re-
search and development company whose 
target is to solve age-related diseases with 
the ambitious goal of prolonging life. 
Life Sciences is a standalone entity that 
develops new healthcare technologies. 
With the advent of these two organi-
zations, Google has firmly injected 
itself into the space of personal and 
preventive healthcare. 

Although not yet commercialized, 
Google has developed the diabetes 
‘smart’ lens and, more recently, a contact 
lens camera to improve individuals’ qual-
ity of life. The ‘smart’ lens technology 
measures and transmits glucose levels, 
which would allow diabetes patients and 
their healthcare providers to make more 
proactive decisions to manage the dis-
ease. 

Further support for Google’s ambition 
to shift the healthcare paradigm toward 
preventive health is the Baseline Study. 
Launched in the summer of 2014, the 
study will collect genetic and molecu-
lar information from healthy patients to 
map the human body to detect diseases 
such as heart diseases and cancer at an 
earlier stage. The potential success of 
this project has significant implications 
on the development of preventive mea-
sures and treatments. So far, the project 
has enrolled 175 healthy patients, but 
the ambition is to eventually collect and 
analyze information from thousands of 
others, which will require massive com-
puting power and data centers, seem-
ingly more in Google’s traditional wheel-
house.  

An ever-changing 
pharmaceutical industry 
At the same time as Google and other 
tech giants are entering the life scienc-
es industry, traditional pharmaceutical 
companies are navigating through chal-
lenges affecting their business model. 

In the past, pharmaceutical companies 
relied on the “one-billion-dollar block-
buster” model, focusing on large diseas-
es, such as diabetes and heart diseases, 
ensuring long-term revenues that would 
cover the R&D spending. Over the past 
decade, they have been facing the end 
of the blockbuster paradigm: patent cliff 
coming along with increasing competi-
tion from generic and biosimilar drugs, 
heavy R&D investments with question-
able ROI, and fewer unmet needs in 
major indications where numerous well-
performing drugs already compete (e.g., 
hypertension, hypercholesterolemia). 
Physicians, patients, as well as payers, ex-
pect life sciences companies to bring new 
value to the healthcare system and to 
focus on patients’ individual needs. This 
evolution suggests that marginal im-
provement in clinical endpoints will no 
longer suffice for successful drug com-
mercialization. 

According to Bertrand Talbotier, for-
mer Vice-President of French Market-
ing and member of Sanofi’s Management 
Committee, with 25 years of industry 
and consulting experience, founder of 
Iridium Health Alliance and Senior Ex-
pert for the United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization, “Most phar-
maceutical companies are now looking at 
changing their business models, which is 
an extremely challenging exercise as the 
line between trying to maintain profits and 
investing in unknown territories is very 
tiny.” In such an environment, the phar-
maceutical industry has reached a turn-
ing point: urged to change its business 
model to embrace a more personalized 
approach to medicine, it may also see 
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competition emerging from a number of 
new players, among these Google. 

Embracing digital giants 
to facilitate disruptive 
innovation
Although at a superficial glance, the ar-
rival of tech entrants into the life sciences 
space could trigger competitive concerns 
for traditional pharmaceutical compa-
nies, a deeper look shows that collabo-
ration with players from outside the life 
sciences field could lead to much needed 
disruptive innovation. 

Tech giants such as Google could bring 
their expertise of collecting and process-
ing massive amounts of health related 
data, making it possible to better un-
derstand diseases. This capability and 
the healthcare knowledge that could be 
extracted from it would help broaden 
pharmaceutical companies’ R&D hori-
zon and illuminate the path for creating 
preventive and personalized medicine, 
which requires a deep understanding of 
patient characteristics. 

From the payers’ perspective, earlier 
diagnosis, together with personalized 
therapies, could lead to lower health-
care costs. Partnering with tech compa-
nies, established life sciences companies 
with decades of experience in different 
therapeutic areas and healthcare systems 
could share the expertise of their scientif-
ic and commercial teams to develop and 
bring innovative therapies to the market.  

According to Bertrand Talbotier, “Phar-
ma companies should be proactive in part-
nering with leading technological platforms 

and services providers that will transform 
the healthcare ecosystem. The risk-averse 
culture of pharma companies should not be 
an inhibitor. 

There are two possible options for the phar-
ma industry:

1. Be at the heart of the revolution and 
remain in the driver’s seat through a 
massive strategic shift and full business 
model reshaping/reinventing,

2. Become a peripheral secondary player 
in the healthcare ecosystem and be-
ing enfeoffed to technological suzerains 
through a passive attitude towards 
technological and digital revolution.

New strategic alliances should be devel-
oped with shared goals and the aim for the 
life sciences industry to change the exist-
ing business paradigm. Delivering new 
outcome-based products and services in the 
pharma 3.0 ecosystem will require combi-
nations of competencies that no individual 
firm will possesses, and companies will need 
to bring an outside-in, open perspective via 
non-conventional approaches.”

Conclusion
The advancement of tech giants into 
the life sciences industry could pave 

the way for innovation and new part-
nerships between two industries, 
which at first glance appear to be fun-
damentally different. In this respect, 
some traditional large pharma compa-
nies have already envisioned the poten-
tial of Google expanding into the health-
care area: in July 2014, Swiss Novartis 
unveiled a licensing deal with Google to 
allow its eye care division, Alcon, to de-
velop and commercialize Google’s smart 
lens technology for any ocular medical 
purposes. A few months later, in Septem-
ber 2014, Google and AbbVie inked an 
up to $1.5 billion collaboration to accel-
erate the development and commercial-
ization of age-related therapies. In Au-
gust 2015, Google’s Life Sciences entity 

teamed up with Sanofi to improve diabe-
tes care through a proactive and preven-
tive approach. 

These examples confirm the mutual in-
terest and vision that tech and pharma-
ceutical companies share. They also lend 
credence to the promising notion that 
tech and pharma companies can join 
forces to move towards a patient centric 
healthcare system that would benefit pa-
tients, providers, payers, and ultimately 
the entire healthcare system. 

The advancement of tech giants into the life sciences 
industry could pave the way for innovation and new 
partnerships between two industries, which at first 
glance appear to be fundamentally different.
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