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Falling in love.  Losing a parent. Birthing a child.  Launching innovative technology.

Wait, what?

When it comes to the work we all do in the innovation space, hard science and analysis rule the day.  Emotions? Who let them sneak into the cleanroom? What does emotion have to do with life science and technology?

You might really be surprised.

What’s more emotional than extending life, improving the human condition, curing disease, and altering life’s code at it’s genetic core? That’s pretty emotional stuff, especially for the recipients of these innovations. It’s truly a life-or-death decision.

The premise is simple: science is not emotion-driven, yet people most certainly are.

And people embrace innovation, not beakers. When the diagnosis comes down, emotions are in play, not science, although science is often the answer to the problem.

The inherent dichotomy between science and marketing is nothing new. Think back to college: science majors were the truly serious students, burning the midnight oil while marketing majors slept until noon, taking long lunches, even then.

Scientists are doers, not talkers, while marketers yack on endlessly about ethereal concepts like ‘brand essence’ and ‘early adopters’ while using market research to legitimize their expense accounts. Or, so I’ve heard.
In reality, there is science in branding, and branding in science. Think of all the great innovations lagging in dimly-lit labs just yearning to see the light of day with the right VC funding and a solid brand strategy. Calling something the ‘RU-D32 Demodulator’ is just not a very compelling brand, nor a memorable mnemonic device for VC’s to keep top of mind. Plus, it frankly makes you look like a nerd.

The molecules may change, but one thing is constant: people buy innovation, whether they are in a reimbursement environment, OTC, asking for a drug or device by name through their provider, or otherwise.  The best and most successful brands in life science and technology leverage great science with great branding.

While the treatment of disease is primarily all science, the patient’s prospective is largely emotionally-driven.  And while science takes place in controlled conditions, consumer behavior plays out in the doctor’s office, the ER, and among one’s closest loved ones.

A better understanding of both science and emotion communicates hard science with the hardest life battles we will ever face: when the diagnosis is in, and life’s details screech to a halt.

If you don’t think that emotions drive treatment, consider this: when the doctor says, “I’m sorry to inform you that you have cancer”, what’s driving the bus in that moment – logic or emotion?


What got me thinking about this? I spend my waking hours, along with many of my non-waking ones, creating brands in the innovation space: life science, pharma, medical device, biotech, technology.  Its heady stuff, all of this regenerative medicine, minimally invasive defibrillators, cures for leukemia.

But I also love good coffee, and I do some of my best creative thinking at a coffee shop.  A man comes there every day and struggles to hold his cup. His arms are short and deformed, his legs short. He’s perhaps 57 years old.

He was a thalidomide baby.

A sleeping pill with indications for treating morning sickness, thalidomide radically altered his life even while he was forming in the womb.  In 1961, scientists learned than even one dose of it greatly affected the growth of fetal limbs, among a raft of other severe internal effects.

I’d call something like that pretty emotional.
 And, while I’m still getting up the nerve to talk with this gentleman, patients every hour learn the life-changing diagnoses of their own conditions.  At these moments, in the sterile environs of hospitals and doctor’s offices, science is not at play when the news is given. Emotions take center stage.

While working on a prostate seed therapy for a major NJ pharma a number of years ago, the branding was getting bogged down in molecular structure.  In a room full of PhD’s, scientists, pharmacologists, and researchers, I asked one simple question: When was the last time any of them had been on a cancer ward.

Not one scientist spoke.  Does anyone else find that a bit disconcerting?

If you want a great brand, understand the science, but understand the patient as well:

how they use language and representational systems, their dreams and desires, their cognitive and deductive processes, the way they behave in medical situations.

Science and emotion. Strange bedfellows. But one hell of a couple.

