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WEBINAR BLOG: 
OUTRACING THE NEXT PANDEMIC: 

ALTERNATIVE INCENTIVES FOR A PRO-ACTIVE 
PHARMACEUTICAL R&D MODEL

The webinar by the Knowledge to Policy (K2P) Center on “Outracing the next pandemic: 
Alternative Incentives for a Pro-active Pharmaceutical R&D Model” which took place on July 
10, 2020, was based on the main findings of the K2P COVID-19 series product, “Advocating 
for Alternative Incentives for a Proactive Pharmaceutical R&D System”. The webinar was 
moderated by Dr. Farah Yehia, who holds a PhD in Health Services Research and Policy from 
Johns Hopkins with a focus on pharmaceutical drug access and affordability. It hosted two 
distinguished public health leaders, Dr. Joshua Sharfstein, a professor on Health Policy and 
the Vice Dean for the Public Health Practice and Community Engagement at John Hopkins, 
and Mr. Patricio Marquez, a former World Bank Group lead health specialist with more than 
30 years of experience in pandemic response.

The current COVID-19 pandemic has aggravated doubts of whether the pharmaceutical 
industry incentives are suitable to invest in unpredictable outbreaks, where vaccine 
production came in too late during previous pandemics. Drug firms’ main motive to invest 
in research and development (R&D) is often financial, when a sufficient and predictable 
market is present. This is not pertinent in the case of unpredictable outbreaks. Therefore, 
a combination of several alternative incentives that are independent of expected revenues 
are needed to reward drug developers for their innovative products while guaranteeing 
sustainable R&D for emerging infectious diseases.

The webinar highlighted on the critical role of product development partnerships 
(PDPs) and the engagement of developing countries and smaller biotech companies 
as alternative incentives to enhance emerging infectious diseases R&D. Promoting 
pandemic preparedness was also highlighted especially when it comes to establishing a 
unified consistent global agenda that would result in resilient health systems. Lastly, the 
webinar urged policy makers to develop and enforce mandates that promote therapeutic 
accessibility and affordability such that therapeutic prices support R&D on one hand and 
fairness to maintain the public health interest on the other.
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ALTERNATIVE INCENTIVES

PDPs such as the Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness 
Innovations (CEPI) are efficient in bringing together more 
funds and fairness. The cooperative core of PDPs minimizes 
research error and duplication of effort. They allow the 
involved stakeholders to share successes and failures 
of R&D and push governments to work together to find 
collaborative solutions, allowing developing countries 
to access therapeutics efficiently. Boosting developing 
countries’ R&D capacity further promotes pharmaceutical 
equity and access. Furthermore, allocating resources to 
develop research capacity and laboratories in developing 
countries allows them to become active players in the 
pharmaceutical market, which would enable them to link 
research to population needs and market demands. The 
research products’ intellectual property rights should also 
be guaranteed in order to achieve profits and sustainability. 
Supporting smaller biotech companies and the academic 
sector in developed countries is also beneficial in making 
the best use of their preliminary efforts in emerging 
pathogen R&D, but it necessitates upfront funds along with 
prizes, since the latter alone may not be appealing for small 
drug companies that often lack seed funding to initiate such 
research. Alternative incentives should also enhance the 
involvement of the private sector which ensures that there 
is a purchasing agency capacity and helps mitigate the risks 
of therapeutic development. Accordingly, the International 
Finance Corporation (IFC), which is the private sector arm 
of the World Bank Group, can facilitate access to financial 
instruments and indemnification from liability to offset the 
risks taken by participating private sector partners.
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PANDEMIC PREPAREDNESS AND 
RESILIENT HEALTH SYSTEMS 

Today, health systems are facing a dual 
challenge, responding to the COVID-19 
outbreak and maintaining essential health 
services. Billions of US dollars have been 
invested in a multi-sectoral response to 
address the public health dimension as well as 
the economic consequences of the lockdown. 
A critical long-term aspect of the response is 
strengthening and building a resilient health 
system able to manage similar future health 
system shocks by supporting the realization of 
the universal health coverage agenda, which 
includes timely access to health care when 
needed, financial protection, and disease 
prevention and preparedness. The universal 
health coverage agenda needs to strengthen 
its focus on prevention and help guide 
investments, identify and prioritize the biggest 
risks and promote pandemic preparedness 
for future outbreaks. The basic challenge in 
preparing for upcoming pandemics, which 
caused the delay in vaccine delivery during 
the previous and present outbreaks, is the 
unpredictable nature of emerging pathogens. 
As such, preparations for future pandemics 
should consist of building capacities that 
would be useful in attenuating pathogen 
outbreaks. These include, developing personal 
protective equipment, addressing the pace of 
the studies by improving designs to enhance 
the readiness the readiness to do research 
quickly and strengthening research platforms 
that can be used for different pathogens. 
Moreover, since 70% of emerging infectious 
diseases are of zoonotic origin, the only way to 
reduce the risk of uncontrolled pandemics at 
its root is by establishing a strong integrated 
platform linking environmental, veterinary and 
public health systems.



EQUITY AND ENFORCING POLICIES FOR 
ACCESSIBILITY AND AFFORDABILITY
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The three critical overarching principles that need to guide vaccine R&D are the pace at 
which vaccines are developed, the scale of vaccine production and distribution and the 
reassurance of vaccine accessibility. Therefore, worldwide efforts have come together to 
ensure that a COVID-19 vaccine is provided on time, distributed for free and on a priority 
basis. The lack of a global approach on therapeutics’ distribution and payment is yet 
another hurdle that threatens fairness and equity of dissemination of the vaccine doses 
once they are available. Policies are required for the vaccine development and distribution 
processes to promote up-front investments along with fair pricing such that the successful 
vaccine would be available at a reasonable price. Policies are also needed to reimburse the 
research efforts and technologies that did not lead to an efficient therapeutic end product. 
Mandates should target product prioritization and distribution in addition to safety and 
payment regulations to guarantee the therapeutics’ safety and financial accessibility. 
Additionally, government transparency on the potential risks of the successful COVID-19 
vaccine is crucial in increasing vaccine uptake, and continuous training of healthcare 
workers is necessary for proper vaccine administration.

As global efforts converge to combat the pandemic, the leading aspect of the response 
is strengthening health systems to avert future pandemics and achieve pandemic 
preparedness through a universal health coverage agenda. Pharmaceutical R&D incentives 
should be dissociated from the expected revenues and consist of a combination of 
alternative incentives that reward drug developers for their innovation while guaranteeing 
equitable access and sustainable R&D for emerging infectious diseases. While we all await 
a vaccine that would put an end to this pandemic, sustaining public health measures such 
as social distancing, early detection, contact tracing, wearing masks and maintaining hand 
hygiene remain the most effective method for managing and controlling the pandemic.


