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TTJ: Why would a North Carolina company 
want a deal in Europe?
KEEFER: For the same reason as anywhere else 
– plus a few more. Marketing and R&D part-
nerships in Europe help life sciences companies 
validate market potential, speed development, 
open up new markets, grow revenues, and gain 
credibility. Most importantly, they increase long-
term shareholder value if they are done right. 
In addition, you can often acquire new product 
lines and revenues while fi nding new technolo-
gies and products that help here at home. 

TTJ: What do you mean by the right kind of 
deal? 
KEEFER: Every company, and especially smaller 
and emerging life science companies, need se-
cure partnerships that bring in cash today but 
that also are sustainable over the long-term. 
While small companies especially are tempted 
to do any deal to validate their approach, they 
must also focus on partnerships that truly add 
value for both parties.

TTJ: Does Europe offer better opportunities 
than North America?
KEEFER: In a number of ways, yes. But there 
are also some pitfalls to manage.

TTJ: How are the opportunities better?
KEEFER: European companies, especially the 
more established German, French, Swiss and 
Scandinavian companies, are many times 
hungrier because of their stage of develop-
ment and, thus, need North American outlets. 
Second, they have more fi nancial motiva-
tion because of the state of the European in-
vestment community and fi nancial markets. 
Third, they really are more committed to clos-
ing deals that produce long-term win-win re-
lationships. Finally, for a North American com-
pany seeking to launch a product, especially 
a medical device, it is usually easier to get it 
approved in Europe, which generates faster 
revenues. 

TTJ: What are the pitfalls? 
KEEFER: Executives seeking successful part-
nerships in Europe must adjust themselves to 
some subtle but signifi cantly different busi-
ness and cultural practices. For example, the 
most effective route into EU biotechnology 
companies frequently involves much more of 
a technical sale than in the US. More heads of 
European life science companies are scienti-
fi cally trained than their counterparts in the 
US. As a result, value propositions and pre-
sentations have to be worded and presented 
differently; and early discussions require a 
high degree of comfort in talking about the 
partner’s capabilities and core strengths. And, 
you have to “sell” differently. North Americans 
focus on the benefi ts of a product or techno-
logy in an overt way, while Europeans focus 
more on credentials and features and let the 
buyer decide on the benefi ts. However, pa-
tience with the process leads to important 
personal relationships that build trust and an 
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»You must be aware of the 

differences. What you do will 

affect the business relationship.«

improved basis for a long-term relationship. 
North American CEOs need to be aware that 
you are dealing with different cultures, atti-
tudes and approaches in many subtle, as well 
as overt, ways. 

TTJ: Is it worth the investment? 
KEEFER: Yes, by any standard. It may take a 
little longer and require different processes 
and new skills, but the results are well worth 
it. The relationships are more solid and col-
laborative, which is perfect for life science 
companies. And, with today’s Euro-dollar ex-
change, the European market size is nearly as 
big as in the US, if you stop to think about it. 

TTJ: Are fi nancial terms and contracts similar? 
KEEFER: The end result is similar, of course, 
but usually contracts originated in Europe 
do not defi ne as many terms up front as you 
will see in North America. They tend to have 
more implicit understandings and may leave 
a little too much open to interpretation. To 
ensure a successful outcome, these nuances 
have to be accounted for and negotiated in 
context with the cultural environment. Also 
keep in mind that the cultural differences 
between the European countries themselves 
are more different than you would expect. 
Each is unique. 

TTJ: Can you give us an example? 
KEEFER: Well obviously every situation is dif-
ferent, but that’s the point of relationship 
development and committing yourself to un-
derstanding the differences. 
North American companies must employ 
someone who knows the “cultural nuances” 
in the chain of command, knows who to talk 
to, and knows what to say when they get there. 
They also need to know how to say it. They 
must not use hyperbole common to North 
American business, and should have the per-
sonal comfort and knowledge to follow the 

process. This is especially important when 
explaining the details and the rationale of 
the more complete US contract. This is not 
a job for lawyers, although they must be in-
cluded after the business terms are agreed. 
When negotiating, it is important to remem-
ber that what can seem like obstinate be-
havior to a North American executive can 
simply be a misunderstanding or a different 
cultural approach. Great relationships devel-
oped in a business setting will often mean 
that you are invited to your counterpart’s 
home to meet the family, but business is still 
being conducted. You must be aware of the 
differences in that environment and remem-
ber that what you do will affect the business 
relationship. While this takes energy and new 
awareness, it also ensures that the deal adds 
value after it is closed. 

TTJ: In a small biotech, who has that kind of 
knowledge and experience? 
KEEFER: Often they don’t because an exec-
utive with comprehensive international expe-
rience is expensive to hire. For example, even 
though we have done a lot of it ourselves 
and feel that we’ve got the right experience, 
sometimes even we will work through our 
network of European colleagues who have 
the same industry experience we do. You just 
can’t under-state the importance of culture-
specifi c relationship-building skills. 

TTJ: What did it mean when you said that Euro-
pean companies are fi nancially incented to look 
to North America for deals and new markets? 
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KEEFER: Venture investing and university 
technology transfer initiatives in Europe 
in 1998-2001 resulted in hundreds of life 
sciences companies with exciting drug dis-
covery and delivery technologies, medical 
devices, and new therapeutics. These tech-
nologies and products are mature enough 
now but need capital for commercialization. 
In general, European capital is less available; 
and those companies also can’t rely on deals 
and partnerships with larger European phar-
ma and device manufacturers because of all 
the recent mergers and acquisitions. 

TTJ: Are the European companies doing a 
good job of marketing their capabilities in 
the US? 
KEEFER: Some are, but most are not. They 
usually don’t know how, or they don’t have 
the money, so North American companies 
may have to be more aggressive in the 
search and qualifi cation. Many European bi-
otech CEOs are technically trained with little 
international marketing experience, as well. 
This creates an opportunity for North Ameri-
can companies to fi nd the opportunities and 
create deals with better terms overall. That 
being said, it also requires the North Ameri-
can companies to do a better job in scouting 
out and pursuing the right opportunities or 
else business development becomes too ex-
pensive, and too risky. 

TTJ: When is a North American company rea-
dy to start looking for deals in Europe? 
KEEFER: It depends on what market and in-
dustry you’re in, and on the size and type 
of European companies you could do a deal 
with. If you want a deal with large pharma, 
you pitch a later stage product. You can 
pitch a technology or earlier stage product 
to some larger ones, and certainly to smaller 

companies, but you must have a solid data 
package right up front. You must also be 
able to explain the value proposition in their 
terms and language. The bottom line is that 
you should fi rst understand what the po-
tential is, who the prospects are, and know 
their market position on a country-by-coun-
try basis. Otherwise you are just spinning 
your wheels and possibly wasting money. 

TTJ: What do you mean by value proposi-
tion? 
KEEFER: It’s a 1-2 page succinct but com-
prehensive summary of how your product 
or technology adds value to your prospect’s 
business. It must be written in more com-
mercial than technical terms. You must 
explain how you will make someone more 
successful in very clear, and very accurate, 
terms without hyperbole. It includes a de-
scription of the features and benefi ts, but is 
written in a way that a European executive 
can understand and relate to. It requires ex-
tra work to do it right; but once done, it re-
turns the investment many times over. 

TTJ: Is the window of opportunity opening, 
or closing? 
KEEFER: It is still in its relatively early stage, 
the opportunities are growing, it is be-
coming more competitive, and the time is 
right to pursue all truly good opportunities. 

This interview was originally published in the 
May 2005 issue of the Triangle TechJournal.

You can contact Dr. Robert C. Keefer via email: 
rkeefer@tcgbiopharma.com
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