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Career strategies for
young European scientists (XVIII)

Bem-vindo a Portugal!

Ponte Vasco da Gama,
Europe’s longest bridge, 

spans the Tejo river in Lisbon.

Portugal is becoming an increasingly 
popular destination for tourists from 
all over the world. Explorers includ-

ing Vasco da Gama and Bartholomew Dias 
stand for 800 years of Portuguese history 
and culture. Many of us are carried away 
by enthusiasm whenever Portuguese soccer 
players such as Figo and Ronaldo slot one 
home. After a long day on the beach you 
can enjoy a sip of Portuguese wine. But did 
you ever hear of Portugal as a magnet for 
ambitious young foreign scientists? Here, 
Lab Times introduces a couple of primary 
research institutions and you will soon no-
tice that Portugal has some hidden jewels 
deserving your closer attention.

Inventory
With about ten and a half million citi-

zens Portugal is one of the smaller Euro-
pean countries. Its economy is struggling, 
ranking only 19th among the 27 EU mem-
ber states on the basis of the per capita gross 
domestic product. The unemployment rate 
has hit new heights. To counter these devel-
opments, sweeping reforms have been ini-
tiated by the Portuguese government un-
der Prime Minister José Sócrates. One of his 
approaches is to bring about a change from 
the current labor-intensive industry to a 
more export-oriented market with more ad-
vanced technologies and products. This re-

quires substantial investment into research 
and innovation, as outlined, for example, in 
several recent policy documents such as the 
Technology Plan (2006) and the Nation-
al Strategic Reference Framework (2007-
2013). A clean proof of its commitment is 
the rise of relative expenditure on research 
and development. At 1.1 % it reached its all-
time high this year and was comparable to 
that of Spain or Italy. To attract the best sci-
entists, a call to hire 1,000 postdocs for up 
to five years irrespective of nationality was 
launched by the Cienca 2007 initiative. For 
more experienced scientists, a call for 50 in-
vited chairs was published in 2008. 

Research and development in Portugal 
is hallmarked by rapid progress at a low 
overall level. The annual growth rate of its 
research output is three times higher than 
the world average. The number of publica-
tions has doubled to quintupled in many 
areas of the biological sciences and medi-
cine over the last decade. More than half of 
its publications result from collaborations 
with international partners, mainly from 
the USA or UK. In 2007, the number of doc-
toral degrees in the areas of life and health 
sciences reached almost 300, a substantial 
increase from 70 doctorates in 1990.

Due to its own limited resources and in-
frastructure Portugal needs a helping hand 
from outside. It has made agreements with 

several European research organizations, 
aiming at full membership in future. These 
include the European Space Agency, the Eu-
ropean Laboratory for Particle Physics and 
the European Southern Observatory. More-
over, Portugal has several agreements for 
graduate education as well as research with 
leading international institutions: for ex-
ample with the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology; the Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity in Pittsburgh; the University of Texas 
at Austin; Harvard University and the Ger-
man Fraunhofer Society. Since 1986 Por-
tugal has also been a member of the Eu-
ropean Union. A large share of its public 
research funding comes from structural or 
social EU funds, which have been guaran-
teed until 2013. 

Higher Education
The Portugese higher education system 

has two main subsystems: universities and 
polytechnical universities. For a long time, 
universities have been focused on research, 
whereas the polytechnical universities have 
been more profession-oriented. However, 
as a consequence of the Bologna process 
and other reforms, the polytechnical uni-
versities have assimilated many features of 
the universities. One of the world’s oldest 
universities is the University of Coimbra, 
which was founded in 1290. Polytechnical 
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universities were first established in the 
1980s with some roots dating back to the 
19th century. Currently there are 14 public 
universities and about the same number of 
public polytechnical universities. In addi-
tion, there are about 35 private universities, 
plus a similar number of private polytech-
nics. However, the majority of research ac-
tivity and public funding is concentrated on 
a few public universities. For students there 
are many opportunities to switch between 
private and public institutions. 

Since 2006, universities as well as pol-
ytechnical universities have been able to 
award a first degree (licenciatura) and a 
second degree (mestrado), whereas only 
universities award doctoral degrees (dou-
toramentos). To become a professor (agre-
gação) specific examinations have to be 
passed and excellence in research and 
teaching has to be proved. It is notewor-
thy that no European country employs a 
higher percentage of women as full profes-
sors than Portugal. Access to higher educa-
tion institutions is restricted by numerus 
clausus. Although there are some excellent 
research and educational institutions, the 

overall situation for  students is still not very 
satisfying. High tuition fees, old curricula 
and other adversities cause about 40 % of 
all students to drop out before getting a de-
gree. After graduation, a fifth of all gradu-
ates abandon Portugal and pursue their ca-
reer somewhere else.

According to several worldwide rank-
ings Portuguese universities are not among 
the top institutions. For example, in the 
THES World University 2008 ranking, the 
University of Coimbra made it to number 
387; the University Nova of Lisbon was fur-
ther behind. Better rankings are observed if 
subcategories are rated. For example, Coim-
bra University was ranked 138th, 243rd and 
271st, in Arts & Humanities, Technology 
and Life Sciences, respectively. 

Foundation for Science and Technology
The Foundation for Science and Tech-

nology (Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecn-
ologia, FCT) provides a large share of public 
funding for Portugese science. It is an organ-
ization within the Ministry of Science, Tech-
nology and Higher Education (MCTES) and 
was established in 1997. The FCT awards 
annually about 2,000 PhD and 1,000 post-
doctoral fellowships. They are usually an-
nounced on the FCT homepage as well as 
on the mobility portal Portugal (www.eraca-
reers.pt). It uses two major routes of public 
financing: institutional support and project-
based funding, which account for almost 
50 % and 25 % of the national science and 
technology budget, respectively. 

Institutional funding allocates money 
directly to the institution. Multi-annual sup-
port is provided and is subjected to interna-
tional review. In 2009 institutional fund-
ing is estimated to be in the range of 880 
million. Four types of organizations bene-
fit: (1) the higher education sector, includ-
ing universities, polytechnical universities 
and institutions associated with or close to 
universities, (2) the nine state laboratories, 
including the National Institute of Biolog-
ical Resources, the Dr. Ricardo Jorge Na-
tional Health Institute and the Institute for 
Tropical Scientific Research, (3) about 25 
associate laboratories, and (4) more than 
400 research units. State Laboratories are 
state-managed autonomous research in-
stitutions. Associate Laboratories receive 
their status by MCTES after their scientific 
output as well as their cooperative capacity 
have been rated as excellent. They are often 
established by bringing together outstand-
ing labs from different departments or in-
stitutions as well as companies. Smaller re-
search units are usually associated with uni-
versities and carry out research activities in 
their respective scientific fields.  

Project-based funding concerns the 
funding of projects by FCT on a competi-
tive basis. These projects are carried out by 
the same organizations that receive block 
funding. A second mode of project-based 
funding encompasses projects in the frame 
of the National Strategic Reference Frame-
work Program 2007-2013 and involves 
companies or consortia between universi-
ties, state or associate laboratories and oth-
er non-profit organizations and enterprises. 
Project-based funding is projected to reach 

460 million in 2009. 
Other modes of funding by FCT include 

the Academic Community Support Program 
(FACC), which provides selective funding to 
initiatives which are not supported by one 

You surely won’t escape
Portugal’s football madness.
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of the FCT’s specific programmes. For ex-
ample, the organization of scientific meet-
ings in Portugal and publication costs are 
funded, as is participation in foreign confer-
ences by doctoral or postdoctoral research-
ers and short-term research visits by scien-
tists from abroad. So it should be feasible 
for you to obtain finance for a shorter or 
longer research stay at a Portuguese insti-
tution even if you do not bring your own 
money.

Biomedical Research at its Best
By funding volume and research out-

put, a handful of Portuguese institutions 
doing biomedical research stick out: the In-
stituto de Medicina Molecular (IMM) in Lis-
bon; the Institute of Molecular and Cell Bi-
ology (IBMC) in Porto; the Institute of Mo-
lecular Pathology and Immunology of the 
University of Porto (IPATIMUP); the Cen-
tre for Neuroscience and Cell Biology (CNC) 
in Coimbra and last but not least the Insti-
tuto Gulbenkian de Ciência (IGC) in Oei-
ras. All of these institutions are, or at least 

claim to be, multidisciplinary, provide ex-
cellent and state-of-the-art core facilities 
to their members, have dedicated PhD pro-
grams and international advisory boards, 
and promote early independence as well as 
internationalisation by hiring group lead-
ers from abroad and by intense internation-
al collaboration. 

For example, the Instituto de Medicina 
Molecular (IMM) in Lisbon was established 
in 2001 and moved into the new Egas Moniz 
research building in 2004. The IMM is part 
of the Medical School of the University of 
Lisbon and focuses on three major areas: 
immunology and infectious diseases, neu-
rosciences and cell and developmental bio-
lo gy. There are close to 30 research groups 
with more than 300 researchers including 
students, and two new group leaders are 
hired each year. 

The Institute of Molecular and Cell Bio-
logy (IBMC) was founded in the 1990s at 
the University of Porto. Major research ar-
eas are genetic and infectious diseases, im-
munology, neuroscience and structural bio-

logy. The IBMC houses about 30 research 
groups and 200 graduate students and pro-
motes basic research projects that may ad-
vance into biomedical or clinical applica-
tions. Joint programmes are in place with a 
couple of private foundations or companies 
such as BIAL, one of the largest pharmaceu-

Lars Jansen is a group leader at the Insti-
tuto Gulbenkian de Ciência (IGC). He was 
born in the Netherlands and got his PhD 
from the University of Leiden. After do-
ing a postdoc with Kevin Sullivan and Don 
Cleveland at La Jolla (US) he started his 
first group at the IGC in April 2008. He 
works on the epigenetic regulation of mi-
tosis. In 2009 he received an EMBO Instal-
lation grant that is funded jointly by the 
Gulbenkian Foundation and the Portu-
guese government.

What drew your attention to the IGC? 
Jansen: I have heard about the IGC 

even before doing a PhD. After my postdoc 
I was not quite ready to simply go home. I 
was invited to the IGC along with several 
other candidates for a symposium in pres-
ence of the scientific advisory board. I was 
struck by the vital and vibrant atmosphere 
of the institute, its professionalism and se-
riousness about science. The offer I nego-
tiated at the IGC was similar to the ones I 
got from Holland. In the end my gut feel-
ing decided to try something different.

Why did you start at the IGC? 
Jansen: The IGC offers several unique 

advantages for starting groups. PIs are ex-
pected to develop their careers in full in-
dependence. They acquire independent 
funding and publish without any depart-
ment head. Another major advantage is 
that working in a privately funded organ-
ization means that you are not totally de-
pendent on third party funding. In addi-
tion, the IGC has a very flat organizational 
structure, which makes decision-making 
fast and flexible, unlike most universities. 
Also, the fact that in Portugal there are 
only a few outstanding institutions trans-

lates in attracting the best students. In 
that respect it is better to be here and not 
at an average American university with 
the same scientific output.

How is your group currently funded? 
Jansen: Apart from the EMBO instal-

lation grant I received support from the 
EU through a Marie Curie Reintegration 
grant. Both grants are great in that they 
can be spent quite flexibly. Initially I relied 
on startup funds from the IGC to get the 
lab going. The EMBO grant has a major 
impact because it also allows me to enter 
the EMBO Young Investigator programme 
connecting emerging group leaders across 
Europe. I have not been here long enough 
to compete for any regular national fund-
ing, revealing an important deficit in Por-
tuguese science. There are only occasion-
al national calls for applications with lit-
tle money to spend, which makes it hard 
to plan for the future. This is unlike the US 
or my native Holland, where funding calls 
are regular and funding is multiannual.

And your career perspectives at the IGC?
Jansen: I am on a 5-year contract. The 

IGC currently serves as a springboard 

Interview

“Lunch Is A Big Deal Here”

Perhaps the best-known living Portuguese 
life scientist: neurologist Antonio Damasio 
(working in California).
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tical companies in Portugal. In 2000, the 
IBMC, in partnership with the Institute for 
Biomedical Engineering (INEB), received 
the status of an associate laboratory in or-
der to enhance existing competencies in the 
fields of biomedical engineering and mo-
lecular and cell biology. Together with the 
Institute of Molecular Pathology and Im-
munology of the University of Porto (IPA-
TIMUP) the IBMC-INEB Associate Laborato-
ry recently formed the Instituto de Investi-
gação e Inovação em Saúde (I3S) to further 
strengthen interdisciplinary research.

Gulbenkian Foundation
There are quite a few private Portuguese 

foundations with a very broad spectrum of 
activities. Two major benefactors of bio-
medical research are the Gulbenkian Foun-
dation and the Champalimaud Foundation. 
The Gulbenkian Foundation (Fundação Cal-
ouste Gulbenkian) was created in the mid-
dle fifties by the Armenian Calouste Sarkis 
Gulbenkian. Over the last fifty years the 
assets of the foundation have climbed to 

more than 3 billion and its annual budget 
is close to 110 million. The headquarters 
of the foundation is in Lisbon with branch-
es in London and Paris. The foundation is 
active in several areas, including science, 
the arts and charity. Their major effort in 
science is made by supplying the Institu-
to Gulbenkian de Ciência with about half 
of its annual research budget. Smaller pro-
grammes are in place and provide, for ex-
ample, equipment for Armenian scientists 
or doctoral fellowships for graduates from 
Portuguese-speaking African countries to 
work on neglected tropical diseases. There 
are no further opportunities for scientists 
from abroad to apply directly at the foun-
dation for fellowships, research grants or 
additional funding.

The Instituto Gulbenkian de Ciência 
(IGC) was founded in the 60s and is the 
Portuguese flagship of biomedical research. 
It is located in Oeiras, just 20 km west of 
Lisbon and devoted to biomedical educa-
tion and research. According to Ana Godin-
ho from the IGC, the institute currently has 

for getting a more permanent job some-
where else. A few groups have acquired 
some continuity, but most are scheduled 
to leave. Although the IGC enables a quick 
start on ones career, the outlook for sci-
ence in general is somewhat worrying. It 
is true that Portugal has made se-
rious efforts to promote science. 
However, with the current nation-
al budget for research and unpre-
dictable funding cycles it is not 
clear if and how it can sustain the current 
boost in scientific activity in the future.

Do you speak the Portuguese language?
Jansen: I have learned some Portu-

guese before coming here, so I get by fine 
in daily life. In addition, I have small chil-
dren learning Portuguese now as mother 
tongue. My four-year old has already sur-
passed me and is teaching me. Speaking 
Portuguese is not essential at the institute, 
however I feel that speaking even a little 
bit opens many doors. It helps in building 
relationships and greases the wheels with 
non-scientific personnel.

Do you feel integrated into the scientific 
and social life here?

Jansen: Science at the IGC is not differ-
ent than anywhere else – so it is easy to in-
tegrate. Getting accustomed to social life 
takes more effort and requires you to be 
open-minded. Portuguese culture is one of 
warm-hearted people knowing how to en-

joy life. Lunch is a big 
deal and ample time is 
reserved for this. The 
hardest thing to get ac-
customed to is the per-

sonal way of dealing with each other. In 
the US you would send an email and know 
that everything is taken care off. Here that 
email often requires a follow-up phone 
call or better, drop by in person, shake 
hands, have a chat first and then get down 
to business.

What do younger Portugese think about 
their scientific careers?

Jansen: They now have plenty of role 
models around who left Portugal for a PhD 
or postdoc, returned and are successful. 
Although many students still think that it 
is a good idea to start abroad, they start to 
realize that good science can also be done 
here.”

(See also page 8.)

“Science is not different 
than anywhere else.”
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about 380 researchers, including students, 
more than 10% from abroad. Since 1991 
the IGC has been managed by the well-
known immunologist António Coutinho. 
He engaged an illustrious scientific adviso-
ry board, including Sydney Brenner, Martin 
Raff, Susumu Tonegawa and Richard Axel. 
The IGC houses three independent gradu-
ate programmes: multidisciplinary life sci-
ences, computational biology and neuro-

sciences. The programmes share a common 
initial teaching component, after which the 
student is free to decide on his future re-
search and research team, either in Portu-
gal or abroad. 17 out of 42 research groups 
are led by non-Portuguese scientists. On av-
erage three to six group leaders are recruit-
ed each year. After several changes over the 
last decades, the IGC nowadays operates as 
a temporary host institution for Portuguese 
as well as foreign research teams and indi-
vidual scientists. It is definitely worth hav-
ing a closer look at the “positions open” sec-
tion from time to time.

Champalimaud Foundation
The second private foundation pre-

sented here in detail is the Champalimaud 
Foundation, which was established just five 
years ago. The late banker and industrialist 
António de Sommer Champalimaud donat-
ed half a billion euros, a fourth of his for-
tune, for biomedical research without giv-
ing any further details on how the money 
should be spent. The President of the foun-
dation and former Portuguese health min-
ister, Leonor Beleza, decided to concentrate 
on translational cancer research as well as 
basic neurobiology. A prominent scientific 
advisory committee, including the Nobel 
laureates James Watson and Susumu Ton-
egawa was formed. A research and clini-
cal building called the Champalimaud Cen-
tre for the Unknown will open in October 
2010. The Indian star architect, Charles 
Correa, was engaged to design a stunning 
research institute worth US$ 120 million. It 
will house top-of-the range equipment used 
by at least 300 scientists. 

To be competitive with the first divi-
sion of leading institutions, special offers 
are made to attract the best researchers to 
the Champalimaud Centre. For example, a 
security and mobility fund was established 
and provides extra cash for investigators at 
the end of their contracts. Thus, they ar-
rive at their new institution with research 
money and do not come with empty pock-
ets. In 2007, the neuroscience programme 

was started to support researchers work-
ing on the neural basis of behavior. An in-
ternational neuroscience PhD programme, 
a postdoctoral programme and workshops 
are the major educational elements of this 
organisation. The recruitment of head sci-
entists is currently underway and about 10 
group leaders have already been recruited 
from Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, Co-
lumbia University, National Institutes of 
Health, HHMI Janelia Farm, Biocenter Ba-
sel and from local institutions. They have 
all set up temporary labs at the Gulbenkian 
Institute of Science. If you are interested in 
neurosciences or cancer research do not ig-
nore the Champalimaud Centre for the Un-
known in the years ahead.

Iberian Nanotechnology Lab
Finally, we come to the Iberian Nano-

technology Laboratory (INL), which opened 
this July. It is the first international institu-
tion in Europe in the field of nanosciences 
and nanotechnology. Although established 
by Portugal and Spain, it will be open to 
other countries in the future. The INL is lo-
cated at Braga in the north of Portugal and 
has an international legal status similar to 
that of CERN or EMBL. The construction of 
the INL was facilitat-
ed by structural funds 
from the EU, which 
will also contribute to 
running costs in the 
up-coming years. It 
will house about 200 
scientists and 100 PhD 
students and addition-
al support staff. 

Main research areas include nanomed-
icine, nanoelectronics, nanomachines and 
environment monitoring and food securi-
ty. Of special interest to you are the top-
ics of the nanomedicine divison: drug de-
livery systems, molecular diagnosis sys-
tems, cell therapy and tissue engineering. 
With an annual budget of about 30 mil-
lion it aims to become an international com-
petitive research institution and to attract 
the best talent from all over the world. At 
the beginning of August there were many 
open job announcements for postdocs, jun-
ior researchers and principal investigators 
at junior level. A remuneration scheme in 
line with those offered by other internation-
al organizations was promised as well as 
substantial funds for equipment and per-
sonnel. The INL has already set up several 
agreements with leading institutions such 
as the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy, the Center for Functional Materials at 
Brookhaven National Lab, the iNano-Uni-
versity of Aarhus and the National Institute 
for Material Science at Tsukuba. If you de-
cide to get involved at the INL you may well 
become part of a transnational research 
team and establish useful contacts for your 
further career.

Outlook
More and more Portuguese expatriates 

are returning home after the conditions for 
science were substantially improved. A cou-
ple of modern and interdisciplinary insti-
tutions have been established that make it 
possible to do competitive research at an 
international level. Obvious drawbacks are 
the poor economy, which may influence the 
budget for research and innovation in up-
coming years, and the shortage of accept-
able funding opportunities at the national 
level. Providing sufficient start-up funding 
as well as early access to Portuguese grant 
money for a larger crowd of non-Portuguese 
research talents should make Portugal even 
more attractive. If you are already able to 
tap international money sources the ad-
vantages may outweigh the disadvantag-
es. What are you waiting for? Go and buy 
a Portuguese phrase book!      RALF SCHRECK

Internet Resources
 Mobility Portal Portugal – www.eracareers.pt
 Foundation for Science and Technol. – http://alfa.fct.mctes.pt 
 Ministry f. Science, Technol. & Higher Education – www.mctes.pt
 Instituto Gulbenkian de Ciência – www.igc.gulbenkian.pt
 Champalimaud Foundation – www.fchampalimaud.org
 Iberian Nanotechnology Lab – www.iinl.org

Portugal’s ‘research powerhouse’: the Instituto Gulbenkian de Ciência (IGC) in Oeiras.
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Recently Awarded

 Lars Jansen from the Gulbenkian Insti-
tute for Science in Oeiras, near Lisbon, is 
the recipient of an EMBO Installation 
Grant. He will receive funding beginning 
in 2009, similar to the seven further awar-
dees previously announced in December 
2008. The 36 year-old moved from Cali-
fornia to Portugal last year to head the 
Epigenetic Mechanisms group. His new 
team currently consists of five researchers 
and focuses on chromosome segregation, 
specifically the formation of the centro-
mere. EMBO Installation Grants support 
young group leaders relocating to select-
ed European countries committed to de-
veloping their research infrastructures. The 
grants offer 50,000 annually for three to 
five years, to help the scientists establish 
their groups and themselves in the Euro-
pean scientific community. According to 
Jansen, the grant “will give a huge boost 
to our research. It is a great recognition of 
the relevance of our current work and the 
science we propose. Moreover, access to 
the EMBO Young Investigator Programme 
allows me to fully integrate our newly 
established laboratory in the larger Euro-
pean scientific community.” (See p. 38)

 Axel Ulrich, director at the Max Planck 
Institute of Biochemistry in Martinsried, 
Germany, received the 2009 Dr. Paul 
Janssen Award for Biomedical 
Research, established by Johnson & 
Johnson and endowed with US$100,000. 
According to the jury, Axel Ullrich “was 
chosen for his pioneering work in applying 
molecular biology and molecular cloning 
to the discovery of protein therapeutics 
for the treatment of a wide range of dis-
eases, including diabetes and cancer.” 
One example was his studies that have 
led to the development of the anti-cancer 
drug Herceptin® (trastuzumab). Likewise, 
Ulrich’s team discovered that inhibiting 
the vascular endothelial growth factor 
receptor (VEGFR) suppresses the gen-
eration of blood vessels in tumours and 
slows down cancer cell growth. Based on 
their results, in 2006 a VEGFR inhibitor 
was approved for the treatment of kidney 
carcinoma and gastro-intestinal stromal 
tumours.             -RN-

Medical Ghostwriting

A Can of Worms
The level at which the pharma industry 
tries to indirectly influence medical liter-
ature is apparently broader than previous-
ly suspected. Only last year, a report in the 
Journal of the American Medical Association 
criticised Merck & Co. for hiring companies 
to produce reports about in-house studies 
on the painkiller Vioxx for medical journals 
and paying other, presumably ‘independ-
ent’, scientists to lend their names to the pa-
pers (JAMA vol. 299(15): 1800-12). 

Of course, nobody thinks that Merck is 
alone. On the contrary, the JAMA article 
noted that ghostwriting appears to be wide-
spread in the pharma industry as part of 
their marketing efforts. 

Quite frequently, those articles are 
aimed at downplaying the risks of drugs. 

A dubious practice when considering that 
Vioxx was first a best-seller – but then be-
came a fiasco. Merck had to withdraw the 
drug because of links to heart attacks and 
agreed to pay US$4.85 billion to settle re-
lated lawsuits. 

“It almost calls into question all legiti-
mate research that’s been conducted by the 
pharmaceutical industry with the academ-
ic physician,” said the report’s lead author, 
Joseph Ross of the Mount Sinai School of 
Medicine, New York.

The next dispute has only recently sur-
faced. Last December PLoS Medicine and 
the New York Times asked the court to un-
seal documents that provide details about a 
ghostwriting campaign by Wyeth Pharma-
ceutical. End of July the documents were 
made public.

According to the New York Times, the 
documents show that Wyeth Pharmaceuti-
cal hired the medical communications com-
pany DesignWrite to produce 26 review ar-
ticles that appeared in 18 medical journals 
between 1998 and 2005. All of them relat-

ed to Wyeth’s hormone replacement drugs 
Prempro and Premarin, emphasising their 
benefits and downplaying their risks. (Later 
studies confirmed that menopausal wom-
en taking certain hormones acquire an in-
creased risk for breast cancer, heart disease, 
stroke and dementia). 

In its article, the New York Times de-
scribed one example in more detail. Design-
Write wrote a 14-page outline for an article; 
the author was listed as “TBD” (to be decid-
ed). The outline was sent to Gloria Bach-
man, a professor of obstetrics and gynae-
cology at the Robert Wood Johnson Medi-
cal School in New Brunswick, New Jersey. 
After she had made “only one correction”, 
she received a draft of the article a couple 
of weeks later. In 2005, the article, an al-
most word-for-word copy of the Design-
Write draft, finally appeared in The Journal 
of Reproductive Medicine. Gloria Bachman 

was listed as primary au-
thor. The acknowledg-
ments thanked several 
medical writers for their 
“editorial assistance” but 
did not disclose any con-
nection to DesignWrite, 
who charged Wyeth 
US$25,000 to generate 
the article.

Following the same 
pattern, all 26 articles 
written by DesignWrite 
were signed by ‘inde-
pendent’ top physicians, 

although many of them contributed little 
or no writing. DesignWrite itself did not ap-
pear in any of the reviews. 

Michael Lampe, a Wyeth spokesman, 
defended this practice. “Pharmaceutical 
companies routinely hire medical writing 
companies to assist authors in drafting man-
uscripts,” he stated. Furthermore, he added 
that the authors of the articles in question 
exercised substantive editorial control over 
the content of the articles and had the final 
say, in all respects.

A year ago, however, in the Merck case, 
Joseph Ross came to a completely different 
conclusion. “Putting someone as the first 
author is saying this is the person most re-
sponsible for the study, who did the analy-
sis, interpreted the data, and wrote the pa-
per,” he told the Boston Globe. “It gives the 
appearance of sound, more rigorously con-
ducted science. It’s just wrong.”

One thing, however, is becoming in-
creasingly clearer: the can of worms regard-
ing hidden medical ghostwriting still needs 
to be opened much wider.       -RN-

Come on, I’ll
   show you
   the data


