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The Importance of Communication in Life 
Sciences – Openness and Cultural Considerations

Full and open communication between companies working in 
partnership is important in all business sectors. An awareness 
of cultural differences can be just as important. I would argue 
that these are absolutely crucial in life sciences, and can indeed 
make or break projects.

Let me explain. I previously worked for a UK CRO that 
was awarded a project from a European biotech company. 
The project required us to add known amounts of viruses to 
a downscaled, laboratory version of the biotech company’s 
product purification process. We then measured the amount of 
virus that appeared after each purification step. The aim was to 
demonstrate complete viral clearance, thus indicating that even 
if there was a catastrophic introduction of virus derived from 
human or animal starting materials (eg. blood) then all of the 
virus would be removed by the processing steps – thus adding 
confidence in the purity of the final product.

If no virus is observed in the final product, we can further 
maximise the viral clearance figures, and thus the scope of 
confidence, by looking at ever greater volumes of product 
(obviously if we find no virus after looking at 100ml of product 
this is better than finding none after only looking at 1ml of 
product). Of course, this approach of looking at greater volumes 
of product is more expensive.

The biotech company had asked for the least expensive 
option, and made it clear that price was the deciding factor in 
placing the business. Although we discussed the larger-volume 
option verbally with the client, we did not think it wise to quote 
for it and only quoted for the basic approach. We also asked for 
a face-to-face meeting with the biotech but, due to their belief 
that their English was not good, they said that they preferred to 
plan the study by email only.

The study went ahead and demonstrated complete viral 
clearance. However, as we did not examine larger volumes of 
product, we could not show the high levels of viral clearance that 
the biotech wanted. This meant that the biotech was unhappy 
with our conclusions and needless to say it was resolved in court! 
Ultimately the judge determined that both sides had made 
assumptions that they should not have, and decided that the 
biotech should still pay for the study but that they should only 
pay 50% of the agreed price.

Both sides lost. The biotech did not get the results they could 
have, and we lost money and the short-term goodwill of the 
biotech company. Lessons were learned. As a CRO, from that 
point onwards, we ensured that we always discussed and quoted 
on all options, even if this might mean we lost business through 
our proposal being seen as too expensive. We would also always 
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push for a physical meeting, and if verbal communication was 
seen as a barrier then we would offer face-to-face interpreters. 
The above became standard policy.

Life science projects are complex and expensive, and 
both teams need to know exactly what is expected of them! 
Thorough and full communication is fundamental to this. 
Once we address open and full communication, there are also 
challenges associated with language and culture.

Again, let me explain. Ever since being a boy, I have been 
fascinated by the planet Mars. At first, after reading HG Wells’ 
‘War of the Worlds’, my imagination was filled with terrifying 
and threatening aliens waiting to launch another invasion of 
Earth. Later, as I became interested in science, I found it exciting 
to think about a planet, like ours, with polar ice-caps and water 
under its surface. More recently, fossilised bacteria may have 
been discovered and some scientists believe that such bacteria 
may have ‘seeded’ Earth by travelling through space on rock 
flung up as a result of Mars suffering an explosive impact – 
making us all originally Martians!

Many unmanned probes have been sent to Mars over the 
years. One of these was the Mars Climate Orbiter launched by 
NASA in December 1998. This spacecraft cost $700,000,000 and 
took almost a year to make its lonely way to the Red Planet. We 
can only imagine the excitement at Mission Control as, at last, 
the probe approached its destination. As the spacecraft started 
to position itself to begin its orbit of Mars, all communication 
was lost! Frantic hours went by before the mission was declared 
void. And now the investigations began. Incredibly, the resulting 
report detailed that the spacecraft was destroyed as it tried to 
enter its orbit due to ground-based computer software which 
produced output in imperial units (of pound-seconds), instead 
of the metric units (of newton-seconds) which had been 
specified in the contract between NASA and Lockheed. Instead 
of entering a successful orbit, the spacecraft orbited Mars at an 
incorrectly low altitude, causing it to enter the upper atmosphere 
and disintegrate.

I can remember reading this story with incredulity! But it 
does illustrate one point – the scientific culture of the USA was, 
and still is, defined by imperial measurement. The software 
experts involved were oblivious of any potential conflict as they 
were unaware of the use of the metric system – it was, and is, 
not a part of their culture! If only the cultural component of the 
project had been considered!

When we do consider cultural components in communications 
between scientists, such communication does become easier 
and more accurate. However, if the scientists speak different 
languages then we have another barrier to cross.

English is now almost exclusively the language of science - by 
learning a single language, scientists around the world gain 
access to humanity’s vast scientific literature and culture, 
and can communicate with other scientists anywhere in the 
world. However, for non-native speakers, there are obviously 
challenges! Just 5% of the world’s population are native 
English speakers. So, for scientists whose first language is not 

English, writing grants and academic papers, preparing oral 
presentations, and communicating directly with other scientists 
in English is much more difficult than it is for native speakers of 
English. It may appear obvious, but those of us lucky enough 
to be native speakers should adopt an attitude of patient 
understanding. We can assist by helping with the preparation 
of text or presentations. If there are language errors, we should 
only offer constructive criticism, use actual examples that are 
unclear and suggest improvements. It is also fine to suggest 
seeking the assistance of expert English speakers or professional 
editing and/or translation services in preparing revised versions 
of manuscripts.

English, currently, is the global language of science. 
Optimising communication among members of the international 
community of scientists depends on elimination of obstacles 
– we should be open, clear, aware of cultural differences and 
cognisant of the global requirement to use English. This ideal 
can best be achieved when all of us, as members of the scientific 
community, work together. This is a key to scientific progress.
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