
Dagmar Rosa-Bjorkeson leads the MS business 
unit at Novartis, which three years ago this 
month launched the � rst of a new wave of MS 

capsules, Gilenya. This year marked the start of a con-
sumer campaign marked by brazen, head-turning ads 
showing patients sticking their tongues out at the dis-
ease, accentuated by the tagline, “Hey MS, Take This!” 

Far from being the � rst pharma campaign to make 
an emotional connection with an audience, “Take 
This!” nevertheless ratcheted up the spunkiness level 
of its disease state after debuting in April. 

“The best campaigns, whether they’re for a medicine 
or not, really connect with [the individual’s] sense of 
aspiration and desire,” says Rosa-Bjorkeson. “We went 
after the aspiration of MS patients.” The once-daily 
drug can slow the progression of the disease and 
reduce the frequency and severity of its symptoms. 
“Certainly in MS, being able to have better control 
over your life…is important and that’s why [the 
campaign] resonates.”

Rosa-Bjorkeson recognized her own ambition 
for DTC advertising early in her career. Not only 
has she worked in “basically every therapeutic area 
that Novartis covers.” She trained as a chemist 
before studying business, and logged valuable 
experience on some seminal campaigns. 
She was an account supervisor at the 
agency that launched Claritin’s 
“Blue Skies” effort for Schering-
Plough. Later, while at Forest 
Labs, she helped design out-
reach aimed at women on 
behalf of Forest’s Cli-
mara estrogen patch. 

“I’ve been hon-
ing a skill and 
an interest in 
c o n s u m e r 
approaches,” 
she says. 

Back then, 
the marketer 
was limited to 
print, broadcast 
and direct  mai l . 
Now, Rosa-Bjorkeson 

makes use of the newer channels at her disposal. 
Patients post messages and personal stories online; 
a Facebook wall boasts more than 50,000 likes, 16,000 
shares and 148,000 unique visitors; and Gilenya’s 
branded Twitter handle—@GilenyaGoUSOnly, which 
the � rm says was the industry’s � rst—has about 2,900 
followers. In addition to print ads, the brand has also 
dabbled in digital TV, sponsoring programming viewed 
by its target audience of younger females aged 25-45.

New patients need to be monitored for a decrease 
in heart rate. Early on, Gilenya also encountered 
some safety issues after a few patient deaths, and 
Novartis told health authorities this past July of a 
case of the brain infection PML. (The company said 
several features of the case make it “unlikely to be 
attributable to Gilenya.”) 

Still, Gilenya went blockbuster last year, with $1.2 
billion in global sales. Even as Sano� ’s Aubagio and 
Biogen Idec’s Tecfidera orals reached market in 
2012 and 2013, respectively, Gilenya sales have still 
climbed, with � rst-half 2013 revenues of $889 mil-
lion, up 68% over the prior year’s � rst six months.

Rosa-Bjorkeson says the rate of people switching 
from the older injectables to newer orals has passed 
a tipping point and is accelerating. Gilenya has 

been used in 71,000 patients worldwide. “At the 
end of the day, the ef� cacy of Gilenya is 

where our core positioning is,” she says.
Rosa-Bjorkeson grew up in San 
Juan, Puerto Rico, before her 

father, a hotel executive, moved 
the family to the Northeast-

ern US, then to Caracas, 
Venezuela. “I was very 

lucky in that wherever 
we moved to, we 
ended up living in 
that hotel until we 
found ourselves 
located.”

A grad school 
internship brought 

her to pharma, which 
lets her combine her 
passion for science and 
people, “which I think 
comes from all the trav-
eling in my early years.”
While the international 

focus continues—her husband 
is Swedish—she is a mother of three 
and often � nds herself on the soccer 
� eld. “I’m an a� cionado; we watch it 
and love it… I am the epitome of a soc-
cer mom!” —Marc Iskowitz
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The DTC devotee behind Gilenya
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“We went 
after the 
aspiration 
of MS patients”
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