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I know how hard 
it is for patients. 
One less trip to 
hospital could 
be considered 
progress

Extending 
the role of 
big pharma 
in search 
of easier 
treatment
Pharmaceutical companies such as 
Accord Healthcare have become far 
more than medicine manufacturers, in 
recognition that the effectiveness of a 
medicine may be determined by how 
it is delivered - as an injection or pill, 
for example. Patient advisory groups 
are advising on what are known as 
‘drug delivery systems’

istory has shown repeatedly 
that crises, such as pandem-
ics and war, accelerate the 

pace of scientifi c progress. So it has 
been with Covid-19. It can take 10 years 
or more to develop a vaccine. It took 
less than a year to develop successful 
Covid-19 vaccines thanks to unprece-
dented international cooperation.

But innovations have not been 
restricted to new developments to 
restrict or treat Covid-19. The pan-
demic has acted as a catalyst for excit-
ing developments in remote and digi-
tal care for patients who struggled or 
were anxious about attending clinic 
appointments during lockdowns.

This has extended the role of com-
panies like Accord Healthcare, one of 
Europe’s fastest growing pharmaceuti-
cal companies. Accounting for a third of 
all injectable chemotherapy for cancer 
in Europe, it is researching innovative 
drug delivery systems to maximise the 
effi ciency of chemotherapy and sup-
porting to minimise symptons.

This is a huge challenge because 
chemotherapy has extensive side 
effects, which can include extreme 
fatigue, nausea, hair loss and increased 
vulnerability to infection. The many 
types of drug delivery systems include 
capsules, tablets, injections and infu-
sions (injections administered over a 
long period, sometimes hours). 

Enabling patients to self-adminis-
ter drugs at home became critically 
important during the pandemic. Self-
administration can be more convenient, 
potentially reducing pressure on over-
stretched hospital and GP practices.

This is why Accord is collaborat-
ing with healthcare professionals and 
patient groups to try and make self-ad-
ministration as easy as possible. Many 
cancer treatments require injections 
or infusions. 

The company, which has 500 
research scientists, is looking for ways 
to reduce infusion time, make injec-
tions easier to give and receive and 
reformulate injections into tablets. This 
could not only help patients, but may 
also save the NHS time and resources 
— reducing the need in some cases for 
hospital or GP visits. There are already 

Research priorities
Prostate cancer is among Accord’s 
current focuses, particularly because 
it is the most common cancer among 
men in the UK. Moreover, more men 
are developing the disease as the pop-
ulation gets older. Prostate cancer is 
another example where Accord sees its 
role as being far more than just a med-
icine manufacturer.

While recent campaigns have 
increased awareness of the signs and 
symptoms of prostate cancer and 
encouraged more open debate, pros-
tate cancer still remains a sensitive 
and often stigmatised topic. This, in 
turn, can discourage men from going 
to the doctor. 

The invasive nature of tests for 
prostate cancer, and fears over the 
impact of surgery, radiotherapy and 
hormonal treatment, including dis-
ruption of sexual performance and 
libido, can be very concerning for 
patients. Reduced energy levels, 
insomnia and challenges with urinary 
and bowel function can also impact 
productivity and patients’ ability to 
engage in social activities. 

speciality brands at Accord, says: “I know 
how hard it is for patients. Some patients 
may struggle sitting in infusion chairs for 
hours. I don’t think that we will eliminate 
the need for infusion, but we can try 
and make some incremental gains. For 
example, one less trip to hospital for a 
patient could be considered progress.” 

Collaborating with patient groups is 
key. Dunford notes: “These groups do 
astonishing work in raising awareness 
about cancer, alerting people to possi-
ble threatening symptoms and encour-
aging them to fl ag up any concerns they 
have to their doctors.

“They are also there for patients 
who have just had a cancer diagnosis. 
People may need both psychological 
and practical support, and someone 
to lean on during what may be a very 
frightening, lonely time.”

Newly diagnosed cancer patients 
can experience sadness, anxiety, 
anger and sometimes a sense of 
helplessness. And, of course, it is 
not only the individual patient who is 
affected. Family members may also 
go through turbulent, emotional ups 
and downs.  

poor dexterity or needle phobia and 
so on. This was a big problem during 
the pandemic for patients who were 
immunocompromised or frail and 
were unable to visit hospitals or GPs.

Infusions, administered in clinics, can 
be especially challenging for patients. 
Joseph Dunford, vice-president, 

some injections patients can adminis-
ter themselves. 

Accord’s collaboration with health-
care professionals and patient groups 
has led to investments in a range of 
innovative options to help patients who 
fi nd self-administration of injections 
very diffi cult; for example, those with 

All of these things underline a great 
challenge for the pharmaceutical 
industry, academic researchers and 
patients and their families.

Pharmaceutical innovation
Accord’s pipeline encompasses treat-
ments for prevalent tumour types, 
including breast  cancer, in addition to 
haematological and cancer supportive 
care therapies. The company has 20 
treatments scheduled for launch over 
the next fi ve years.

It is also at the forefront of the 
development of so-called biosimilars. 
These medicines are clinically equiv-
alent to biological medicines derived 
from living cells. There has been 
increasing interest in biosimilars over 
the last few years as biologic ‘origina-
tor’ medicines have come off patent. 
Biological medicines have provided 
transformative treatments for infl am-
matory and autoimmune diseases and 
hormone defi ciencies. 

The use of cost-saving biosimilars has 
saved the NHS hundreds of millions 
of pounds, while giving ever increas-
ing numbers of patients access to 
state-of-the-art medicines. Providing 
value for money is an integral part of 
the Accord philosophy and perhaps 
explains why the company has become 
one of Europe’s fastest growing phar-
maceutical companies.

For more information please visit 
accord-healthcare.com
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Can you put into 
perspective the scale 
of the cancer challenge?
The patient is at the centre 
of everything we do. We are 

driven by the knowledge that cancer 
is the second biggest cause of death 
in Europe – 1.9 million deaths annually, 
plus 3.7 million new cases, according 
to the World Health Organization. The 
pandemic has created an additional 
major problem. The charity Macmillan 
Cancer Support, with whom we collab-
orate, has estimated that there were 
around 50,000 ‘missing’ diagnoses 
across the UK – meaning that com-
pared to a similar timeframe in the 
previous 12 months, there had been 
50,000 fewer cancer diagnoses. 

A

Q Patients are generally speaking 
far better informed these 
days. How signifi cant is this in 
terms of their physical and 
mental health?
It is well established that 
empowering patients with 

knowledge about their condition may 
help to support them through the ini-
tial stage of their illness. But it has to 
be reliable knowledge. Where do we 
all turn for knowledge? Often we start 
with a Google search. Unfortunately, 
the quality of information on the inter-
net is very variable. This became hor-
ribly clear during the pandemic, when 
appointments were postponed and 
patients were afraid to attend hospital 
out-patient appointments. 

Patients need reliable informa-
tion at all times – you cannot get 
an appointment with an oncologist 
(cancer specialist) at 3am when you 
are having a sleepless night arising 
from worry and fear. 

That is why in September 2021, 
Accord contributed to the launch of 
an oncology patient support app – 
Unify Health. It was developed with 
experts from the Royal Marsden NHS 

Foundation Trust, Care Across (a dig-
ital startup focusing on cancer), and 
Macmillan Cancer Support and the 
wider cancer community. It offers sup-
port and advice to patients to aid their 
physical and mental wellbeing while 
undergoing cancer treatment.

Macmillan Cancer Support is one of 
Britain’s largest charities. It provides 
information about symptoms, care, 
wellbeing and other support to people 
affected by cancer; looks at the emo-
tional and practical impact of cancer; 
campaigns for better care; and runs an 
online cancer forum for 90,000 people.

What we were looking to achieve with 
the app was a holistic support system  
for patients from the time of diagnosis. 
We wanted to enable them to down-
load relevant information that also 
linked them to their local pharmacist, 
another critical source of support. 

We know there is more work to do, 
but again, it is worth stressing that 
we realised during the pandemic that 
our support doesn’t have to stop at 
chemotherapy medicines. We can 
support patients through their jour-
ney using tools that are accessible 
24/7 and that are tailored to their 
needs and preferences. 

A

Q Can you say more about 
pharmacists? There is a view 
that their skills and expertise 
are often under-appreciated.
Absolutely. A report published 
by the independent think-

tank The King’s Fund in March con-
cluded that pharmacists working in 
primary care networks in England 
were ‘under-appreciated’ by GPs and 
often given tasks ‘below their compe-
tency level’.

Again, working in collaboration with 
the Royal Marsden NHS Foundation 
Trust, we have developed a separate 
app for pharmacists. Oncodemia pro-
vides a practical, bite-size training cur-
riculum for community pharmacists 

who wish to help champion cancer 
care in the community. It provides 
advice on how to talk to and assist 
cancer patients, particularly around 
managing symptoms and worries.

We felt that pharmacists, just like 
patients, needed supporting during 
the recent lockdowns. They were 
one of a number of vital industries, 
including supermarkets, who just 
had to keep going. They were already 
under-resourced and overstretched 
and even more in demand as health-
care needs soared.

Our support doesn’t 
have to stop at 
chemotherapy

Q&A

Joseph Dunford, vice-president, 
speciality brands at Accord 
Healthcare highlights the company’s 
commitment to patients and the 
critical lessons of Covid-19
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Accord Healthcare

•  Provides a fi fth of the UK’s 
generic prescriptions 
(medicines out of patent)

•  Accounts for a third of 
all injectable cancer 
chemotherapy in Europe

•  Distributes nearly 1,000
medicines in the UK

•  Supplies approximately 
20 million packets of 
medicine a month in the UK

•  Manufactures and distributes 
medicines in 85 countries

•  Has 2,000 employees, including 
500 research scientists

Launched only 14 years ago, 
Accord is a privately-owned 
company which is developing a 
major research and development 
centre in Harrow, north London, 
due to open in 2023. Cancer will 
be one of its major focus areas.

The company’s portfolio 
spans oncology, cardiology, 
neurology, psychiatry, diabetes, 
pain management and 
gastroenterology.

We know that there 
is more work to 
do, but again, it is 
worth stressing: we 
realised during the 
pandemic that our 
support doesn’t 
have to just stop 
at chemotherapy 
medicines

men in Europe will develop prostate 
cancer before the age of 85
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