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The Future of Innovation in Animal Health

Innovation is at the heart of growth for any industry, as it is 
for any company. Most business leaders are likely have it on 
their “top five” list of key growth initiatives, but don’t have a 
clear idea of what it looks like or how to achieve it. Their focus 
is on the “now”: achieving financial targets for the short term, 
making The Street, The Board, Head Office - all the various 
masters of key performance indices - happy with today. This 
makes committing internal resources for tomorrow a bargain 
that many are not fully comfortable with, and they then try 
to rationalise this decision by claiming that innovation can’t 
be planned and is best realised as a spontaneous occurrence. 
This argument is misguided. Innovation as a lucky accident 
cannot be considered a strategy for growth. Innovation can, 
and should, be planned and resourced to be properly fostered.

Consider the numerous game-changing innovations 
witnessed in animal health that have had substantial impact. 
Taking agrochemical pesticides and formulating them into 
safe, low-volume topical treatments for flea and tick control 
created blockbuster products that ostensibly moved dogs 
and cats from backyard to living room. Understanding that 
animals won’t voluntarily consume medication has seen the 
advent of soft-chews and other dose forms, bridging the 
space between treats and pills. More recently we have seen 
an air-gun converted to deliver doses of topical parasite 
control products to livestock – an ingenious innovation which 
not only minimises the labour involved in treating a herd, but 
reduces stress on the animals. All these innovations had the 
goal of making the treatment, or the prevention of diseases 
in animals, less labour-intensive and stressful, resulting in a 
positive impact on therapeutic outcomes for animals and the 
propensity for caregivers to stay compliant with therapy.

Animal health has long been a proving-ground for the 
expression “necessity is the mother of invention” and all 
manner of solutions for housing, transporting, feeding, 
grooming, and even entertaining animals have been 
devised, often through inefficient trial and error, resulting 
in an industry which today exceeds $100+ billion in global 
revenues. Innovation will continue to be a major growth driver 
for the animal health industry, particularly in segments such 
as veterinary medicine. Historically, however, the resources 
applied to research and innovation in animal health pale in 
comparison to human pharma. How, then, can animal health 
companies focus their innovation efforts to succeed in an 
ever more crowded and competitive market? 

One path is to build an internal innovation function, with 
the purpose of establishing a creative environment and 
process, involving all critical business functions, which maps 
out the future for product development, with each function 
contributing their part in collaboration with the others. 
Marketing provides product trends and research to create 
a wish list of products with desired profiles, R&D assesses 
internal capabilities to achieve the target products, Legal 
ensures no patents are infringed upon and that new ideas 

and products can be protected, Regulatory Affairs ensures 
products can be registered and claims can be supported, and 
so on. Ideally, innovation would be given the prioritisation 
and resources required to carry out the ambitious path 
outlined above, but the reality is many innovation roles tend 
to be staffed by one or two individuals provided with limited 
resources who become lone crusaders for the cause, working 
to cajole their colleagues in business functions to attend to 
innovation when all they want to do is focus on the day-to-
day demands of the organisation. Obviously, this is not a 
path to achieving meaningful innovation, but there is hope. 
Enter the external development partner.

As small biotechs and virtual pharma organisations 
have emerged, and as larger pharma organisations have 
rationalised their internal development and supply networks, 
contract developers have emerged to serve the industry 
with an amazing array of technologies, expertise, and 
offerings. Eager to undertake the challenges of new product 
development, these developers are often able to provide 
innovation bandwidth to organisations looking to develop new 
products. Everything from molecule screening technologies, 
particle sizing, bioavailability enhancement, and a variety 
of new and interesting drug delivery technologies, are 
available through collaboration with external development 
partners, some of whom are even able to ultimately supply 
successfully developed products. Those focused on animal 
health understand how these technologies and offerings are 
best applied to products designed for animals, and can help 
achieve sometimes elusive target product profiles in ways 
that internally focused innovation processes may not.

One thing is for certain – innovation will continue to 
play a central role in the success of animal health products. 
Fortunately there are new resources for animal health 
companies to avail themselves of, and the future holds 
great promise for the emergence of exciting new products to 
benefit the health of animals and those that care for them. 
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