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pharma view

Pharma Perspectives 
with the HCC

Q: How well does the pitching 
process work for pharma?
Malik Akhtar: sometimes really well, sometimes really badly. 
at the root of a good pitch process is a robust brief and a deep 
understanding on what our agency support requirements are.

there are some agencies that will continually miss 
the mark and not answer the brief. But more often than 
not they’re having to guess and fill in gaps in a poor 
pitch brief document that comes from the client.

Q: What does it get right?
MA: whether agencies like us or loathe us, the rigor 
and structures procurement have added to the process 
means it forces all the people in the room to think 
about the assessment criteria and whether this is a 
group of people they can work with in the future.

there is always a place for emotions, because you will see 
eyes light up and you will encounter people that you genuinely 
feel comfortable working with because you see how talented 
they are. But there is a place for objectivity, as well.

Q: What problems does the process 
cause for the industry?
MA: we certainly pitch too much. i support both the consumer 
and the pharma divisions within Bayer and i see very different 
behaviour - the average tenure of an agency within the 
consumer division can be a decade or more, and in pharma 
we struggle to hang on to an agency for 18 months.

the average time that brand managers hold their post is partly 
to blame for the level of agency turnover, but we have to accept 
responsibility as part of the procurement function and ensure 
we drive more continuity of support, because in some cases the 
agency has worked on the business longer than the brand team.

Q: What is the ideal number of 
agencies to call to pitch?
MA: No more than four - if one of those is the 

incumbent. if the incumbent is not being involved in 
the process, then three would be the ideal number.

the incumbent should only be involved in the process if 
they stand a realistic, albeit slim, chance of retaining the 
business. if, as is often the case, they stand no chance then 
they should be put out of their misery and not invited.

Q: How involved is procurement 
in the pitching process?
MA: at the moment it varies. we would love to be involved 
more, because we certainly think that we can offer added-
value, particularly by actually stopping people from pitching.

But procurement doesn’t always get invited and there 
are cases where we’re seen as more of an administrative 
function. sometimes you’re carried to a situation where 
the brand team want to pitch to get some new ideas and 
that’s normally supported by a very weak and very vague 
brief, and often no budget. if we’re aware of that we 
intervene and we try and stop that behaviour altogether.

the ideal situation would be for us to be involved in 
performance management processes with the incumbent 
agency and helping brand managers develop first their 
lists of agencies and then their selection criteria.

Q: What can agencies do to meet 
procurement’s needs? 
MA: looking at us - marketing and procurement - as one 
group and not separate clients would really help.

agencies should also ask more questions about the process. 
you would be surprised how many agencies don’t ask for basic 
information - so they can’t respond to the brief accurately 
because they don’t know what the evaluation criteria are, how 
many other people are going to be involved in the process 
or what their odds of winning are. it never hurts to ask. 

Q: Is pitching the best way for pharma 
to choose a long-term agency partner?
MA: well, there are a number of different approaches other than 
run long competitive pitches. you can do a kind of workshop 
environment pitch. you can go even back to your incumbent 
agency and ask for fresh creative thinking and innovation as 
often as you like - that’s part of the reason that we’re using 
a third-party supplier to augment our own resource, because 
they’re providing a service that we can’t find internally.

But the way in which you do that does not 
have to involve an expensive pitch.

”Not looking at marketing 
and procurement as separate 
clients would really help”

Malik Akhtar, category lead for agency services at Bayer Healthcare
Malik’s global remit covers the agency requirements for Bayer Healthcare’s diverse 
businesses in pharma, consumer, animal health and medical care. Prior to joining Bayer 
in 2013, he held a number of roles within procurement at GlaxoSmithKline.
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agency view

The pitching process

Q: How well does the pitching 
process work for agencies?
Ben Davies: generally it works reasonably well. there are 
always bad experiences or client processes that aren’t ideal, 
but you have to remember that pitching is part of the game. 
if, as an agency, you moan about pitching, then you’re in the 
wrong business. so it is a necessary evil, i think, for both sides.

Q: What does the pitching process get right?
BD: a well-run and intelligent pitching process can be a 
good way to assess whether an agency is the right partner 
for a client, assess their strengths, their resourcing, their 
creativity, etc. it’s not a bad process, if it’s done properly.

Q: What problems can the 
process cause for agencies?
BD: if the process is very cumbersome and ridiculously 
detailed that’s a problem, because we will budget new 
business time based on what could be reasonably expected.
we can also legitimately grumble when there’s not a 

level playing field, such as when the incumbent is asked to 
re-pitch when there’s no chance of retaining the business. 
another problematic area is processes that are too remote 
and don’t offer a chance to meet the key people involved.

Q: Is there an ideal number of agencies 
pharma should call in to pitch?
BD: three or maximum four - any more than that says to 
me the early steps of the process weren’t thorough enough. 
But five is not unusual these days, and that’s too many.

Q: How would you change the process?
BD: abandon telephone Q&a sessions and get back to face-to-face 
briefings to focus on chemistry, relationships and questioning 
the brief, all in one efficient one-hour meeting. when it 
comes to pitching, ensure chemistry meetings have been held 
beforehand and, ideally, that the clients come to the agency to 
see them in their own lair. another key area is transparency.

we are often asked for a level of transparency that would make 
lady godiva blush. we don’t mind supplying information that’s 
useful, but quite often that transparency isn’t both ways. i’d want 
to know what the process is, how many agencies are taking 
part and what’s the prize. you never know the exact budget, but 
give us an idea so that we can tailor our proposals accordingly.

Q: What should pharma companies 
ask of their potential agencies?
BD: First of all they should ask for permission to speak with three 
or four of the agency’s current clients, and one of their ex-clients.
then they should ask: can i go to lunch with your creative 

department? can i have a coffee with your strategy team? or 
can i go and have a beer with your medical writers? that’s 
what i would do to find out what the agency’s really like. 

Q: How has the involvement of 
procurement changed the process?
BD: generally it’s had a positive influence and i’m very 
pro-procurement. there were previously some procurement 
managers who were a bit old-school and came from procuring 
goods and not services, and then applied those types of 
practices and negotiation tactics, which really didn’t work.

But over the last ten years we’ve seen a new breed of 
very specialised marketing services procurement people. 
if you work positively with these people within a sort 
of triumvirate of them, ourselves and the marketing 
team, it can be very beneficial for all sides.

Q: Is pitching the best way for pharma 
to choose a long-term agency partner?
BD: No. i mean, is walking into a party and seeing the most 
beautiful-looking girl the best way to choose your wife? as 
alternatives to the full pitch you could start with a much 
more in-depth chemistry session, or a workshop - which is 
less artificial than a traditional pitch and gives both sides a 
much deeper insight into working together, or a trial project 
that tests the relationship before a formal commitment.

one final point to make is that some clients don’t seem 
to realise this is very much a two-way process – the 
agency is selecting the client as much as the client’s 
selecting the agency. great work from great agencies 
comes from a great relationship with great clients.

in Pharma Perspectives with the HCC senior industry and 

agency figures give their thoughts on today’s key marketing 

challenges. if you have a topic you’d like the quarterly 

series to explore please send it to editor@pmlive.com 

the health communications’ council (hcc) is a specialist division 

of the european association of communications agencies 

(eaca). For more information visit: http://bit.ly/1oejy1D
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