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Big Online Customers: Getting Restless, Aren’t They?
The 2003 International Chemical Information Conference turned Nimes into a global center for high-value online information in October 2003. The conference was chock-a-block with the senior executives Europe’s leading chemical and pharmaceutical companies. Wizards popped in and out of groups of attendees. There were lawyers, consultants, and the computational chemistry groupies who attempt to divine the trends in chemical information by dissecting the entrails of particularly tasty fowl served by the banquet staff.

Nimes has the distinction of one of the best-preserved Roman arenas in France. The excitement at the International Chemical Information Conference was a notch or two below that experienced by Nimes’s citizens 1,800 years ago. This year’s conference was buzzing with excitement. The reason is that chemical, pharmaceutical, and its allied businesses are true information businesses. The manufacturing aspect of a particular compound or drug is important. However, the compound itself is distilled information literally worth tens of millions of dollars to the company that gets the product to market.

Only the international banking industry has a comparable appreciation of the value of information. Among this year’s 200 attendees, there were few people who relied on advertising-supported search services to answer senior management’s technical questions. To the attendees at this conference, accurate, timely, and comprehensive information is the only acceptable information. 

As Comdex spirals to a gloomy year and most multi-track online information programs struggle to break even, the ICIC was faced with an overflow crowd. Says Harry Collier, Managing Director of Infonortics, Ltd. in Tetbury, Glou., “Chemical information, particularly patents, has become one of the most important subjects in online. We had to turnaway attendees, exhibitors, and speakers because this conference is about chemical information, not the froufrou of generalist shows.”

Two themes emerged from the formal presentations and at the informal mixers held by Infonortics, Ltd., the conference organiser. First, the need for increasingly refined access to chemical information, particularly content held in patents, is forcing change upon vendors, chemical and pharmaceutical companies, and the experts supporting these orgnaisations. 

The major chemical companies are developing new capabilities to identify important information produced outside of their organizations. However, unlike the approach followed several years ago, the sources are more varied. For example, major chemical and pharmaceutical companies tap publicly available sources such as the European Patent Office, Web resources, commercial online databases, and data generated by specialized research firms. 

The external information is then blended or combined with information that has been developed by a particular firm or a group of scientists. The idea of an “e-science framework” is diffusing rapidly through the chemical, pharmaceutical, and allied industries. Said one pharmaceutical company information officer, “We have to integrate the content ourselves. None of the commercial information vendors have moved fast enough, so we are doing this work ourselves.”

The second theme is that information is one ingredient in performing patent analysis, research, or competitive intelligence. Software that clusters, analyzes, tabulates, and otherwise processes a wide range of information is becoming more important. One chemical consultant said, “The volume of potentially relevant information is too great for an individual or a team of experts. Data mining is now essential.”

Chemical information may well be an important bellwether for other segments of the online information industry. “The value of a single drug patent can be greater than the millions the company makes from launching a new product,” says Mr. Collier. “The information that made the drug possible has a direct impact on the value of the company in the financial community and on the broader reputation of that company in commercial or medical markets.”

As popular magazines from Future Publishing, VNU, and others tout the power of Google, the chemical information industry is consolidating around multiple content sources, value-added analysis, and proprietary information in one system. “The popular search engines provide some useful information,” says Mr. Collier. “Chemical information must extend into many other types of information, and a casual statement about another patent is not acceptable. As other businesses discover the weaknesses of the general Internet search, the approach being taken in chemical information will become the standard approach of the informed enterprise.”

The commercial chemical information companies found themselves the focal point of constructive criticism in formal sessions and in more informal gatherings of the more than 200 attendees. The clearest statement of the situation was made by Minoo Philipp, Henkel VTI (Düsseldorf).

Commercial database publishers have continued to raise their prices each year. The justification for the price jumps are the “value-adds” that a commercial publisher includes in the data. Examples include adding codes to patents so that they fit into a taxonomy or providing index terms that allow similar patents to be retrieved.

However, the commercial database providers, whom Ms. Philipp did not single out, have not gone as far as they could with regards to timeliness and customer service. In the fast-moving field of patents, for example, the need for information that is current is paramount. As important, she adds, “We need databases that cover as much of the world as possible. We need patent families tied together, and we need to go back in time as far as possible.”

Ms. Philipp noted, “Searching the free services is only cheaper if the user is not engaged in gainful employment and has free access to the Internet.” Her point boosted the spirits of the major vendors on online information briefly. She then said, “However, if the providers of value-added information continue to raise their prices at the rate that they are doing at the moment, the balance will tip against them, and they will lose their value-added advantage. In difficult ec0onoic times—as is the case at the moment with pressure to reduce costs—what counts for senior management is mainly the price.”

The faces of the commercial vendors tightened a bit. The historical parallel that crossed my mind is Suetonius’s anecdote attributed to Galba (the successor to the ever-colorful Nero). When an evil doer begged for justice, protesting that he was a Roman citizen and therefore deserving of special treatment, Galba allegedly said, “Allow this citizen to hang higher than the rest and have this cross painted white.”

With the chemical and pharmaceutical industry aware of the value of information to their core business, vendors may want to reflect on Galba’s treatment of the accused. The representatives of the chemical, pharmaceutical, and allied businesses at the Nimes conference were sending a not-so-subtle message to the commercial vendors of online information. The major firms can and will develop their own internal mechanisms for creating value-added content. As their capabilities grow, the challenge to the major providers of patent, scientific, chemical, and related data will rise. 

The broader implications of Ms. Philipp’s and other attendees’ comments reach outside of the special-interest, high-value segment of chemical information. As other industry segments discover the shortcomings of the free and advertising-supported services, interest in the value-adding for-fee services will spike. The interest will be short lived if commercial services are unable to meet the needs of these customers.

Commercial vendors of online information find themselves in a situation that is pivotal. With interest in high-value information services rising as the usefulness of advertising-supported search services declines, commercial vendors must take meaningful action. The years of half-efforts to improve the scope, timeliness, and transparency of their commercial services are at an end. Commercial online information vendors will have to give an account of their doing nothing to their stakeholders.

Chemical and pharmaceutical companies are becoming more capable of assembling, processing, and integrating a wide range of digital information into their work flow processes with each passing day. If financial services firms, to take one example of an industry segment where information has high value, the commercial database companies are likely to find themselves arguing for better treatment by these firms. Like the Roman citizen, the extra that Galba provided was not what the Roman citizen expected. 

