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L I N K  TO  O R I G I N A L  A RT I C L E

Innovation is fostered by information, and 
so gaining and analysing information has 
always been a key competitive asset in any 
research-based company, including those in 
the pharma ceutical and biotechnology indus-
tries. Indeed, as an article by Agarwal and 
Searls noted (Can literature analysis identify 
innovation drivers in drug discovery? Nature 
Rev. Drug Discov. 8, 865–878 (2009))1, the 
focus of innovative drug research and devel-
opment (R&D) should be guided not only by 
medical need and commercial potential but 
also by using information analysis to identify 
the areas in which new science is creating 
therapeutic opportunities.

Corporate libraries have therefore always 
had an indispensable function in the drug 
industry. Furthermore, technological advances 
in the past 20 years have transformed the 
information world, and corporate libraries 
have evolved into information management 
and knowledge centres, thus turning into 
innovation partners2–6.

Within companies, corporate information 
centres are expected to gain efficiency and to 
provide greater value to the multidisciplinary 
groups that use them, which are often distrib-
uted over several sites globally. So, such centres 
are constantly facing reorganization, and need 
to define the functions that are required to ful-
fil their tasks of fostering innovation, enabling 
access to internal and external knowledge, 
and integrating content into the workflow of 
researchers. However, there is no publication 
so far that describes a state-of-the-art corporate 
information centre. Thus, the P-D-R (Pharma 
Documentation Ring), an association whose 
members represent the scientific information 
departments of 21 leading international R&D-
based pharmaceutical corporations, has devel-
oped a blueprint, which we present here, for an 
ideal corporate information centre (ICIC) that 
could be used by any company — not only in 
the pharma ceutical industry (see Further infor-
mation for an extended version). The P-D-R 
has defined twelve building blocks that such 
an ICIC should consist of, which are described 
below, as well as how an ICIC should be inte-
grated into the corporation.

The 12 core elements of an ICIC
Corporate information centres can be organ-
ized in multiple ways, but there are a set of 
core functions that need to be included. The 
twelve core elements (FIG. 1) do not need to 
be organizational units within an ICIC but 
are functions that an ICIC should include, 
and some elements could be merged with or 
embedded in other business units. However, 
to maximize the impact of the ICIC on the 
competitiveness of the company, an ICIC 
should integrate all of these core elements.

The twelve core elements can be grouped 
into four categories: information access, 
information research, information tech-
nology (IT) and knowledge management. 
FIGURE  2 summarizes and describes key 
features of these elements. First, the three 
core elements grouped under information 
access ensure that the content that drives 

a corporation’s R&D can be acquired and 
disseminated, which is the foundation 
for getting decision-making and processes 
right. Second, information research ensures 
that the money spent on information access 
has multiple returns, by boosting innovation 
and saving expenditure in R&D. This is done 
by reaching out to researchers as well as by 
providing individual consultancy and highly 
customized information services. Third, an 
ICIC needs a state-of-the-art information 
architecture to support its services and allow 
integration into the workflow of users. Last, 
knowledge management should be an atti-
tude that characterizes the ICIC overall, and 
does not necessarily need to be an organiza-
tional unit, but it has been included in the 
twelve core elements.

Reporting line of the ICIC
Information centres are found in various posi-
tions in the company structure. At present, the 
majority (~60%) of information centres in 
the member companies of the P-D-R report 
into the R&D function. The general rationale 
for this is that many of the users are in R&D 
and they appreciate that success depends on 
access to cutting-edge information services. 
However, in companies in which an informa-
tion centre provides services for the entire 
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Figure 1 | The twelve core elements of an ideal corporate information centre. See FIG. 2 for a 
summary of the key characteristics of each element.
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Information acquisition and vendor relations: 
leverages the corporation’s buying power 
to provide consistent information quality 
at equitable prices, and ensures effective 
processes and compliance

1 • Procures and licenses external published information resources 
• Conducts ongoing contract and strategic vendor relationship   
 management, developing long-term partnerships
• Conducts ongoing content and vendor evaluations
• Identifies and prioritizes customer needs through governance groups

Librarians; 
procurement 
specialists; information 
scientists; vendor 
management

Information and library services: ensures that 
the company benefits from having access 
to the content available and that legitimate 
copies of the material are used

2 • Provides document delivery services
• Ensures copyright compliance in collaboration with legal professionals
• Responds to ‘ask a librarian’ reference questions
• Collects client feedback and usage statistics to inform renewal decisions
• May provide other services such as literature surveillance, product  
 literature database services and article translations 

Librarians; copyright 
law; customer 
relationship 
management; service 
ownership; data 
analysts; information 
scientists

Community management: in order to 
continue to show the value of the ICIC and 
ensure that it continues to be adequately 
funded, a marketing plan is essential for 
focusing on the benefits to the corporation

3 • Conducts stakeholder management
• Owns the communication strategy through the year, focusing on 
 specific resources
• Provides branding and marketing of information resources and services
• Liaises with business partners to cross-charge budget for specialist  
 content

Librarians; 
information 
scientists; 
communication 
specialists

Awareness and training: information, particularly 
scientific information, and the subsequent 
knowledge derived from published information, 
is the vital resource of all knowledge workers

4 • Ensures that any employee who can benefit from available internal and  
 licensed information resources and tools is aware of what is available

Librarians; 
information 
scientists; training

Information consulting services: information 
specialists can assist knowledge workers 
to navigate the increasing number and 
functionality of databases on the market

5 • Offers focused support to customers with particular scientific issues 
 to solve based on specialist knowledge and familiarity with all licensed  
 and free information resources and solutions
• Provides advice on utility of information resources and tools 

Information scientists

Information retrieval and analysis: crucial when 
a decision requires the support of all relevant 
published literature in the field to ensure 
competitive advantage and help filter literature 
to obtain the most relevant information

6 • Supports the decision-making process for patent professionals and R&D  
 scientists, as well as for medical and business analyses and development
• Supports other areas in which particular knowledge about where and  
 how to retrieve requested information is required

Information scientists

News intelligence business: crucial need for 
a function that provides relevant business 
and scientific news targeted towards specific 
communities in a corporation

7 • Responsible for the surveillance, evaluation and dissemination of news 
 in media relating to the corporation, its competitors, its business areas  
 and other issues representing threats or opportunities
• Evaluates news aggregators as possible solutions

Librarians; 
information scientists; 
communication 
specialists

Text analytics: provides services using data 
mining tools that allow knowledge discovery 
within unstructured content

8 • Provides a framework for text analytics solutions to scientific questions
• Provides a working knowledge of current tools available, both commercial  
 and open-source, including their limitations, as well as how queries and  
 indexed annotated content are subsequently used for analyses
• Develops ontologies and taxonomies to use with internal and external  
 content

Bioinformaticians; 
information scientists

Knowledge discovery: owing to the 
exponential growth of structured and 
unstructured information, knowledge 
inside data silos must be made available

9 • Provides a framework for data mining, including preparation of data as  
 well as analysis of results
• Delivers tools that optimize database access, such as visualization tools
• Coordinates on alliances and with external collaborations, especially in 
 a pre-competitive environment

Data analysts; 
information 
architects; data 
visualization and 
analysis expertise

Technical information management: 
the company’s ability to manage and use 
information effectively is a key factor in 
determining how well a company can deal 
with complexity

10 • Provides a technology framework for information management in  
 collaboration with IT, including processes and workflows for data and  
 information handling
• Provides enterprise definitions and values for taxonomies and ontologies  
 to facilitate the integration of data from internal and external sources
• Designs or selects software to provide information management   
 technology solutions: for example, full-text linking services

Developers; 
information 
architects; technical 
specialists

IT and informatics: the ICIC relies on the 
smooth running of its information services and 
the availability of published content for its 
clients

11 • Supports the IT solutions required to operate the ICIC’s products and  
 services: for example, e-library portals, document delivery systems 
 and linking services
• Drives technology improvements to enhance those services

Knowledge management services: the success 
of a pharmaceutical company is based on 
knowledge, on druggable targets, on how to 
develop and optimize a compound for initial 
clinical trials, and on how to conduct 
the clinical development until submission

12 • Defined as a concept rather than a function, knowledge 
 management services involve consolidating disparate sources of   
 knowledge
• Establishes the total knowledge bank of the organization, including  
 tacit knowledge
• Fosters knowledge sharing and exchange

Technical and cultural 
working knowledge 
of developments in 
pharma knowledge 
sources

Library systems 
specialists; IT support

Information access

Core element Key characteristics of core element Skills and experience

Information research

Information technology (IT)

Knowledge management

Figure 2 | The twelve core elements of an ideal corporate information 
centre. The elements are shown in a pictorial form in FIG. 1 and are 

colour-coded accordingly here. ICIC, ideal corporate information centre; 
R&D, research and development.
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company (for example, also including sales 
and marketing), prioritizing needs and budget 
demands becomes an issue.

About 20% of information centres report 
into the IT function. IT serves the whole 
company and has become a vital part of the 
infrastructure (similarly to the information 
centre); however, this is where the similar-
ity ends. The disadvantage of reporting into 
IT is that technology takes over and the focus 
tends to be shifted towards hardware and soft-
ware management, rather than on catalysing 
innovation through facilitating information 
dissemination and analysis.

The corporate-wide nature of information 
services suggests that there could be advan-
tages in having a reporting line with other 
corporate services, as do 20% of information 
centres in the P-D-R. The issue here is that 
although these are serving the whole com-
pany, they may well be seen as an overhead, 
with little understanding of their value.

In our view, the ideal reporting line for a 
corporate information centre would be to 
someone at board level who understands all 
aspects of information management, but other-
wise into the part of the organization in which 
information as a key competitive asset is best 
understood, which is most likely to be R&D.

How can ICIC budgets be set?
All departments need information in their 
work processes, as much as they need IT ser-
vices and a basic workplace, and so in general 
the ideal way of budgeting is to take the cost 
centrally with no back- or cross-charging at 
the level of individuals or teams. This ensures 
that information will not be missed because it 
is too expensive. However, it is equally impor-
tant to visualize its cost, as the impression that 
information is free is widespread.

Sharing or back-charging of costs across 
the corporation is also often done on the 
basis of employee numbers, and it makes 
sense if combined with usage, but adds to the 
administration costs.

Another way of setting an information 
budget would be as a percentage of total spend-
ing, or of spending on R&D. However, in a 
cross-organizational CIC the priorities would 
become a problem if the R&D budget is going 

to be cut, because this would result in reduced 
information resources for other functions.

The opposite option to having a centrally 
funded resource is to organize for information 
suppliers to charge the departments directly 
on a per-use basis or a full charge-back model. 
This has the disadvantage of placing a high 
administrative burden on the information 
centre while shifting the focus of negotiations 
away from vendors of information and analy-
sis tools towards internal bargaining between 
users and the centre.

So, in our view, having a fixed ICIC budget 
derived from general funding by all user groups 
from a high level, based on a clear information 
strategy and a thorough audit process, is the 
most effective.

The question of physical space
With the disappearance of the classical library, 
there is a declining need for physical space to 
store information. Nevertheless, there still 
needs to be a space that hosts the ICIC staff 
and that preferably has meeting rooms and 
presentation rooms that could be used for 
raising awareness, training activities and other 
interactions with users.

Benefits of an ICIC
A quote attributed to Harvard University 
chemistry professor Frank Westheimer —  
“A month in the laboratory can often save 
an hour in the library” — is even more 
pertinent in this era of the virtual library. 
Pharmaceutical R&D depends on access to 
information such as the published literature. 
So how do we put a value to it and decide 
on a budget for it? There have been several 
attempts to calculate return on investment, 
mostly by publishers7–11. Another way of con-
sidering the value is to estimate the cost in the 
case of information not being available: for 
example, if a company misses a paper report-
ing toxic effects, which would — if known — 
result in a project being halted or changed. 
The cost of not getting or applying informa-
tion could be millions of dollars. Every com-
pany manages information at some level, but 
the companies that outperform the competi-
tion are likely to be those that have optimized 
their information management capabilities.
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FURTHER INFORMATION
P-D-R Pharma Documentation Ring — P-D-R related 
publications: www.p-d-r.com/content/publications
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