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Fall in number of patents filed by big pharma
The number of patents filed by large pharmaceutical companies has dropped significantly in recent years, 
suggesting intensifying problems for the industry in replenishing its thinning pipeline of new products over the 
coming decade. 
 
An analysis by Withers & Rogers, a London-based law firm specialising in intellectual property, shows that only 
129 “patent families” of drugs in leading markets were sought by the top 10 drug companies in 2009, down 
from 189 in 2007. 
 
The data provide an imperfect snapshot of industry productivity in research and development, given that there 
is a time lag of several years between patent filings, their award, publication and eventual submission for 
regulatory approval. 
 
Many patents on new compounds fail during subsequent laboratory tests and clinical trials in humans to meet 
the safety and efficacy requirements to become authorised medicines. Some companies may also be more 
aggressive than in others in seeking to protect the experimental medicines they develop. 
 
However, the figures offer an insight into differences in productivity by companies, an overall trend towards 
fewer patents granted, and a shift from “small molecules” or chemical-based medicines to those which are 
biological – a proportion which by 2009 had risen to account for 60 per cent of the total. 
 
They suggest that unless current patents translate into a much higher rate of success than has historically 
been the case – with just 1 in 10,000 experimental compounds eventually winning regulatory approval – the 
industry faces still tougher times in the years ahead. 
 
Nicholas Jones, a partner at Withers & Rogers, said: “While filings have fallen across the board, possibly due 
to current economic uncertainty and cost pressures facing big pharma as blockbuster drugs hit the patent cliff, 
R&D interest in biologics has remained strong.” 
 
The lowest overall number of patent filings in 2009 was Abbott of the US at just 53 in 2009, followed by 
GlaxoSmithKline of the UK with 55. Novartis of Switzerland topped the list overall with 368 filings, followed by 
Sanofi of France with 148. 
 
All the large drug companies have in recent years stressed a shift towards biological medicines, which are 
often seen as being more targeted, profitable and easier to protect from generic competition for longer periods. 
But the data show a wide variation in their filing for patents. 
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By both absolute number and as a proportion of all its experimental medicines, AstraZeneca ranks lowest with 
just 15 patents on biologicals, or 22 per cent of its total, reflecting a gradual shift by the Anglo-Swedish group 
away from its historical strength in chemical molecules.  
Pfizer of the US is the other large company still with just under half of all patents sought on biological 
compounds in 2009, while Abbott ranks highest with biologicals representing 81 per cent. The largest absolute 
number of biological patents, at 260, was Novartis, representing 71 per cent of its total. 
Abbott said it had “the strongest intellectual property portfolio in the pharmaceutical industry according to The 
Patent Board and has filed more than 700 applications globally from 2007-2009”.  
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