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rHow to Fail in Precision Medicine

Precision medicine is made possible by 
the stream of new technologies that are 
changing in basic ways how we 
diagnose, treat and prevent disease. Yet 
the vast majority of precision medicine 
companies grapple with how to turn 
amazing know-how into products and 
services that are what users and 
stakeholders most need, will actually use
and create valuable businesses.

Why is that? In our experience the 
reason is almost always the same: 
precision medicine businesses approach 
things in that order of priority: precision 
(the technology), medicine (the clinical 
validation and implementation), and then 
finally as a sort of afterthought, the 
business. 

All of us see this - and many live it - every 
day.  In the clinical space we see so 
many companies create molecular result 
reports that hold life-changing insights, 
but the point of care physicians do not 
understand how to use them.  In life 
sciences we see ground-breaking, 
genomically-enabled solutions serving 
bioinformaticians and IT departments, 
but the gaps in services and solutions to 

complete the value recognition to FDA 
submission and approval are overlooked.  
And in consumer we see sincere, large-
scale efforts to provide critical insights to 
people, but the focus on genomics 
education too often displaces the simple, 
actionable results that are required to 
make adoption, and those businesses, 
succeed.

The reason this happens certainly isn't 
because the people in precision 
medicine aren't smart – they are almost 
by definition both unusually clever and 
driven. Rather the problem usually 
follows directly from this inventiveness, 
the way that most companies start, and 
the skillsets that found these enterprises.

A scientist, doctor or engineer has a 
problem in their work and addresses it 
by pioneering a way of generating a new 
type of data, or more of it, or analyzing it 
more efficiently. Then this new 
technology and information is medically 
validated. In the paradox of innovation, 
this can only be done at first according 
to the established methodologies of the 
way things have always been done (and 
which may now be outdated). 



We are a boutique consultancy focused exclusively on helping precision medicine enterprises grow 
into successful businesses. Comprised of former top executives in the field, we provide our clients with 
validated approaches to develop the commercial, product and communications strategies they need to 

succeed as thriving enterprises that improve lives.  Let us know when we can help.
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What too easily follows is a well-worn 
road downhill. The starting point is a 
stubborn focus on the technology and 
the exact use case as developed by its 
inventors, rather than on the new 
stakeholders in the equation -
customers and patients - and what they 
need. Key milestones include not 
listening to customers before trying to 
sell to them and telling them what their 
needs are instead of asking them. The 
playlist for the journey is talking always 
in great detail about how a technology 
or science works, rather than about the 
critical problems it solves for those who 
might use it or the business impact of 
adopting it.

The first step back to the path of 
success is to recognize that the 
technology is an enabler and not itself a 
business strategy.  It is necessary but 
not sufficient for creating value, 
measured either as benefits for patients 
or return for investors. This is a simple 
step, but often a fraught one for 
enterprises that are founded by 
innovative scientists, doctors and 
engineers.

The second step is to accept that the 
medicine and science are founding 
elements, but unlike many research 
implementations requiring severe 
validation, a business implementation 

may — and often does — allow for a 
compliant, effective use with less 
validation.  Holding to the familiar 
validation and workflows have time after 
time prevented the delivery of value to 
users and investors alike.

What we have found is that if you just 
take the people and the business and 
put them first, you immediately set 
yourself up for success. While the 
problems that can be solved by 
precision medicine are extraordinarily 
important, the key to developing a 
successful business model and 
executing on it is no different than it is 
in just about any other field: 
understanding who your specific 
customers are, validating the high-value 
problem(s) they have; delivering to 
them a product that truly solves that 
problem; and talking directly and first 
— both in-house and to your audiences 
— about what you do for people, and 
only later about not how your particular 
technology does it.

The precision medicine business is 
tough, but the business of precision 
medicine is one of the best places in 
the world to be. The solution is just to 
evolve this first order of priorities and 
reverse it: take your precision medicine 
business and turn it into a business in 
precision medicine.


