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Dedication

To the more than 5 million individuals who have lost their lives to COVID-19, and to their families and loved ones.

To the 250 million patients who were infected, fought, and survived.

To the more than 46,000 patients who participated in the vaccine’s clinical trials.

To my Pfizer colleagues and their families who made the impossible possible.

To our partners at BioNTech, and in particular Ugur Şahin and Özlem Türeci.

To my wife, Myriam, and my children, Mois and Selise, who stood by me and supported me throughout.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Foreword by President Jimmy Carter

Preface: Luck Never Comes to the Unprepared

1. Business NOT as Usual

2. What Is Obvious Is Not Always Right

3. Thinking Big Makes the Impossible Possible

4. Lightspeed

5. The Ultimate Joy

6. Past, Present, Future

7. Manufacturing, the Second Miracle

8. Equity: Easier Said Than Done

9. Navigating a Political Minefield

10. A Beacon of Hope

11. The Science of Trust

12. A Pro-Patient, Pro-Innovation Agenda

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Appendix: Albert Bourla’s “We Stand With Science” Open Letter to Colleagues

Bibliography

Photo Section

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher




Foreword

IT HAS BEEN THIRTY-FIVE YEARS since my own moonshot, when I, along with my Carter Center colleagues, set out to eradicate Guinea worm disease, a horrific parasite that afflicted more than 3.5 million people primarily in impoverished parts of Africa. Today, there are fewer than thirty cases of Guinea worm disease in the world.

This goal led to the Carter Center’s decades-long work to improve global health by fighting six preventable neglected tropical diseases in tens of thousands of overlooked communities that lack healthcare resources. Unlike COVID-19, which impacted nearly every living person on the planet, these diseases are mostly forgotten, therefore overlooked by the developed world.

The largest lesson learned from tackling these diseases is the importance of partnership and collaboration across sectors to drive global public health for all, and most important, to never give up.

Our work would not be possible without the innovative pharmaceutical industry. Medicine is central to eliminating and eradicating many diseases. In fact, a program of which I am most proud is the Carter Center’s work to eliminate blinding trachoma in partnership with Pfizer Inc. and other organizations for more than twenty years.

We are making real progress, with eleven countries validated by the World Health Organization as trachoma-free in 2021. My hope is that we can achieve the global elimination of trachoma before the year 2030. Our collaboration with Pfizer has been fundamental to the fight against trachoma, and I am pleased to introduce the story of Pfizer’s COVID-19 vaccine development. It was a moonshot the world needed and is a testament to Dr. Bourla and Pfizer’s deeply held conviction that “science will win.”

Pfizer was the first company to receive US Food and Drug Administration approval for Emergency Use Authorization for a COVID-19 vaccine. Dr. Bourla’s purpose-driven leadership inspired the men and women at Pfizer to make the impossible possible. They deserve our appreciation for their resolve to take on this disease. I have been fortunate enough to visit Pfizer and have seen firsthand their pride in their work. I was grateful, but not surprised, when they took on this task—building hope when the world lacked it, believing in the power of science when the world doubted it, and challenging themselves to not give up.

You will marvel at the intricacies of Pfizer’s moonshot: what it took to discover, develop, and bring to market the first COVID-19 vaccine.

—President Jimmy Carter

Plains, Georgia




Preface

Luck Never Comes to the Unprepared

“Excellence is never an accident. It represents the wise choice of many alternatives—choice not chance, determines your destiny.”

—Aristotle, 384–322 BC




ON TUESDAY, DECEMBER 31, 2019, Chinese authorities alerted the World Health Organization to a mysterious virus causing pneumonia-like illness in a small cluster of patients in the city of Wuhan. Shortly after, the novel virus was identified as SARS-CoV-2. Less than a year later, on Tuesday, December 8, 2020, nearly ninety-one-year-old Margaret Keenan received a Pfizer/BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine shot at England’s Coventry University Hospital and became the first person in the world to be vaccinated against the most devastating pandemic of the last one hundred years using messenger RNA (mRNA) technology. Wearing a cheerful Christmas sweater, she received a standing ovation by nurses and hospital workers as she was rolled through the hallway in a wheelchair. At the same time, all over the United Kingdom, people were celebrating like it was the end of a war, not the launch of a new vaccine.

The story of the nine-month moonshot that led to this glorious day takes place in those anxious times of 2020. But the story has its origins at least two and a half years earlier. On January 1, 2018, I was named Pfizer’s Chief Operating Officer, a position that would give me one year to prepare for an eventual transition to the top. My focus was growth, and my motto was that “growth never just happens—it is created.” And in our industry, the only way to drive growth is by creating a meaningful, positive impact on the lives of patients. For that we had to transform Pfizer into a patient-centric organization focusing on science and innovation. I am an optimist, perhaps because my mother’s brave and narrow escape from death, minutes after being lined up against a wall in front of a Nazi firing squad during the Holocaust, made me believe that nothing is impossible. But my optimism for the new Pfizer I was about to lead was grounded on a strong foundation. During the past nine years, my predecessor Ian Read, a man of strong convictions from whom I learned a lot, had turned around our research and development (R&D) engine from an organization of mediocre productivity to that of an industry leader. That gave me confidence to think “really big” about what to do to transform Pfizer and move “really fast” with executing my plans. In the twelve months that followed, before I became Chief Executive Officer, I developed the strategies, designed the organization, and decided on the executive team that would join me in our transformational journey. On the day I was named CEO, I knew exactly what I wanted to do. That day, the Pfizer board of directors called me into a conference room in a California hotel to confirm my appointment. I thanked them, smiled, and said aloud, “Only in America!” Only in America could a Greek immigrant with a thick accent become CEO of one of the world’s biggest corporations.

Immediately after taking over the reins, I initiated the most dramatic transformation in the history of our company. Within months, I reorganized the portfolio of our corporate businesses. We found better homes outside Pfizer for our Consumer Healthcare and Upjohn (off-patent) businesses. Those two businesses were big. In 2018, they accounted for over 25 percent of our total revenue, but the first had low market share and the second was declining. In both cases, the new homes were offering stronger and brighter prospects for these businesses than if they were to remain inside Pfizer. Our Consumer Healthcare business was merged with GlaxoSmithKline’s Consumer Healthcare business in a joint venture that created the largest and best over-the-counter company in the world. Our Upjohn business was merged with Mylan to form Viatris, the largest and best specialty generic drug company in the world. The separation was not easy. Some members of my team became concerned with letting that much revenue go. “We will not be the biggest anymore,” someone said. “We should not aim to be the biggest. We should aim to be the best,” I replied. “A good gardener needs to prune the tree when spring starts,” I told a reporter. “Pfizer is in the spring of high growth.” Little did we know at the time that by letting these two predictable but slow-growing businesses go, and focusing solely on our innovative core, we’d position ourselves two years later to deliver a vaccine to curb a global pandemic while reemerging as the biggest pharmaceutical company in the world. In addition to the worries about “size,” there were a lot of emotional concerns. Some of the most iconic brands that made Pfizer famous were part of those two businesses: Advil, Centrum, Lipitor, Norvasc, Viagra, just to mention a few. It felt that we were separating ourselves from our biggest successes. But I knew that what makes a good company great is its ability to optimize its own successes and turn the page to new and better horizons of fame.

At the same time that we were reducing the size of the company, we invested billions of dollars to strengthen our scientific capabilities and pipeline assets. Within months, we acquired four biotech companies. Among them was Array, a Colorado biotech firm with a reputation for making “druggable the undruggable.” These companies came with more expenses than revenues but were helping us build a position of scientific strength. Additionally, we started building new capabilities. For example, the first day I started as CEO, I appointed Lidia Fonseca as Pfizer’s first Chief Digital Officer, reporting to me. Lidia, who was born in Mexico, emigrated to the United States as a child, and received her master’s degrees in the Netherlands, has a passion for how digital solutions can improve health outcomes. She joined us from Quest Diagnostics and was an experienced change agent. One of the first priorities I gave her was to digitize research and development, allowing for greater collaboration, transparency, and speed. But all these moves were costing a lot of money, and to support this new direction, we had to do a radical reallocation of capital. The R&D and digital budgets were increased drastically. To offset this, we took draconian measures to reduce marketing and administrative expenses. Six months after my appointment as CEO, Pfizer had been transformed from a conglomerate of businesses to a company singularly focused on scientific innovation.

I knew that a business transformation of that magnitude could not be completed by just changing the portfolio of businesses or the allocation of capital. To be successful, we would have to change the company’s culture. We would need to become a company more comfortable with risk and driven to achieve bold moves to live up to our purpose and its promise to patients.

With an aging global population that is becoming increasingly urbanized, it became clear to me that the demand for new breakthrough medical solutions will continue to grow. We needed a culture that could foster innovation by thinking big and out of the box. With the cost of healthcare delivery also growing, healthcare disparities could become an even bigger issue. We needed a culture of greater sensitivity to the needs of society and a dedication to a higher purpose. But a new culture is not something you can create in a vacuum. You cannot ask a consultant of a business school to suggest to you the best business culture so you can choose. The winning culture for an organization depends on its legacy, the institutional memory of its failures and successes, the challenges and opportunities in the decade ahead, the environment, and many other factors. You need to assess all these pieces of the puzzle and design your own winning culture.

Just two weeks after I became CEO, the top one thousand Pfizer leaders from around the world gathered in Florida to discuss, debate, and determine what a new Pfizer would look like. When we left, there was no doubt about our purpose. We exist because society needs—requires—us to deliver “Breakthroughs that change patients’ lives.” We had debated a lot if we should use the words “medicines” or “vaccines,” but we decided to go with “breakthroughs,” because it was broader and more powerful. With the lines between technologies becoming blurred, speaking only about medicines or vaccines seemed very restrictive and no longer reflected the realities of the new decade of scientific inquiry.

Just a few months later, we also launched an effort to introduce Pfizer’s new culture to our employees and the world—in four simple words.

COURAGE: Breakthroughs start by challenging convention—especially in the face of uncertainty or adversity. This happens when we think big, speak up, and are decisive.

EXCELLENCE: We can only change patients’ lives when we perform at our best together. This happens when we focus on what matters, agree on who does what, and measure outcomes.

EQUITY: Every person deserves to be seen, heard, and cared for. This happens when we are inclusive, act with integrity, and reduce healthcare disparities.

JOY: We give ourselves to our work, and it also gives to us. We find joy when we take pride, recognize one another, and have fun.

Of course, no one could imagine in January 2019, when we spoke about “Breakthroughs that change patients’ lives,” that within two years our company’s change would, in turn, change so much the lives of so many. We would develop the world’s first safe and effective vaccine to be approved in multiple countries against the global pandemic. We succeeded not because we were lucky. We succeeded because we were prepared. The people of Pfizer learned in those preceding years that having the courage to think big and make tough, counterintuitive decisions is not only allowed but expected; that excellence in execution is not about us but about serving patients; that equity and reduction of healthcare disparities are not the concern of the others but an important part of our purpose, and that the good we bring to the world should spark our joy, pride, and passionate dedication to our purpose. Courage, Excellence, Equity, Joy. These powerful words became part of our lives at Pfizer and prepared us for the challenges ahead.

The idea of a moonshot is resurgent today. The term’s first known use was in 1949, when Americans contemplated space exploration. Coincidentally, this was also a time of great progress in vaccine development with the combination of diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis in one DTP vaccine. A polio vaccine was in use a few years later, by 1955. But the idea of a moonshot entered the lexicon for good in the 1960s when President Kennedy pledged that man would fly to the moon and return safely to Earth. Kennedy said he chose the moon, not because it was easy, but because it was hard: “Because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win.”

More recently, Mariana Mazzucato, professor in the economics of innovation and public value at University College London, in her book Mission Economy: A Moonshot Guide to Changing Capitalism, writes that we saw many “spillovers” from Kennedy’s moonshot affecting life on Earth—technological and organizational innovations that could never have been predicted at the beginning. It was a “massive exercise in problem-solving.” These are the reasons I felt it appropriate to name this book Moonshot. Like Kennedy’s moonshot, the work to develop our novel vaccine against COVID-19 was indeed a massive exercise in problem-solving, an exercise that allowed us to consolidate scientific knowledge of a decade within nine months and that will have spillover effects in many other scientific areas, affecting life on Earth more than we thought at the beginning.

The nine months you’ll read about in this book were the most challenging and the most rewarding of my life, both personally and as a leader. The story of our success is the story of three colliding attributes—the power of science, the importance to society of a vibrant private sector, and the enormous potential of human ingenuity.

Today, all of us find ourselves facing enormous challenges, ranging from climate change to social division, inequities, and a plethora of problems in every community. I am sharing the story of our moonshot—the challenges we faced, the lessons we learned, and the core values that allowed us to make it happen—in hopes that it might inspire and inform your own moonshot, whatever that may be.

—Dr. Albert Bourla
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Business NOT as Usual

“What matters is not what happens to you, but how you react to it.”

—Epictetus, AD 50–135
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What Is Obvious Is Not Always Right

“You will never do anything in this world without courage. It is the greatest quality of the mind next to honor.”

—Aristotle, 384–322 BC
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Thinking Big Makes the Impossible Possible

“Our problem is not that we aim too high and miss, but we aim too low and hit.”

—Aristotle, 384–322 BC
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Lightspeed

“The fight doesn’t wait for those who delay.”

—Aeschylus, 525–456 BC
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The Ultimate Joy

“The greatest pleasures come from the contemplation of noble works.”

—Democritus, 460–370 BC
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Past, Present, Future

“He is a wise man who does not grieve for the things which he has not, but rejoices for those which he has.”

—Epictetus, AD 50–135
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Manufacturing, the Second Miracle

“Ever to excel.”

—Homer, 750–701 BC
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Equity: Easier Said Than Done

“The way to gain a good reputation is to endeavor to be what you desire to appear.”

—Socrates, 470–399 BC
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Navigating a Political Minefield

“Man is by nature a political animal.”

—Aristotle, 384–322 BC
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A Beacon of Hope

“What is common to all men? Hope. Because those who have nothing else possess hope still.”

—Thales of Miletus, 620–546 BC
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The Science of Trust

“The greater the difficulty, the more glory in surmounting it. Skillful pilots gain their reputation from storms and tempests.”

—Epictetus, AD 50–135
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A Pro-Patient, Pro-Innovation Agenda

“What you leave behind is not what is engraved in stone monuments, but what is woven into the lives of others.”

—Pericles, 495–429 BC
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