The Danish maker of Wegovy and Ozempic wants to learn marketing lessons from
consumer groups as it attempts to catch up with rival Eli Lilly in the US market.

By Aanu Adeoye

wo years ago, Novo Nordisk
was Europe’s most valuable
company, as excitement
about its weight-loss treat-
ment catapulted it to
$650bn in market capitalisation.

Now the maker of Wegovy, the obesity
medication, and Ozempic for diabetes,
is no longer even among the continent’s
top three pharmaceutical groups, its
shares having halved over the past year.

The chief executive appointed to stop
the rot says Novo failed to grasp the
changing dynamics of the US market,
where drugs are sold much more like
consumer products than in Europe.

Mike Doustdar, an Iranian-born and
US-raised Austrian national, has vowed
to move on from a mindset that treated
obesity “single-handedly from the ele-
ment of medical need”.

As the company tries to step up efforts
to sell directly to consumers in the US,
which accounts for more than half its
sales, Novo is looking to veterans from
consumer goods giants such as Mars,
H&M and Procter & Gamble to help it
catch up with rival Eli Lilly, whose mar-
ketvalue briefly topped $1tn last year.

The issue for the company is whether
a stalwart of Danish industry can
transform itself into an American-style
group convincingly enough to turn the
tables. The issue for the industry is what
the broader consequencesare of US-led
consumerisation — and what the
options are for European groups at a
time when President Donald Trump has
a pharmaceutical agenda of his own.

“We have had to learn new skills we

"The whole thing that

happened with social
media, that had not
happened with diabetes,
cancer or inflammation’

did not have,” says Doustdar of the bat-
tle between Wegovy and Ozempic,
which account for almost all the com-
pany’s revenues, and their equivalents
at Lilly, Zepbound and Mounjaro.

“The whole thing that happened with
social media, that had not happened
with diabetes, cancer or inflammation
before,” the Novo chief adds in an inter-
view. “One patient tells another patient
about a fantastic drug and then the
patient themselves go|[es] to procure it
without [necessarily following] what
thedoctor says.”

By the spring of last year, Novo Nord-
iskwas in need of a new direction.

It had been taken by surprise by the
strength of demand for weight-loss
drugs and was not well versed in selling
pharmaceuticals direct to consumers.
Lilly, steeped in the ways of the US mar-
ket, where medicines are routinely
advertised on television, was able to
steal a march onitsrival.

Novo modelled its sales forecasts on
Saxenda, an older drug based on a less
effective compound than the active
ingredient in Wegovy and Ozempic.

But after the US Food and Drug
Administration approved Wegovy in
2021, there were more prescriptions for
the drug in five weeks than Novo had
received in five years for Saxenda,
according to a person familiar with the
company s operations.

So-called compounding pharmacies,
chemists that produce custom-made
drugs using the active ingredient of
branded medicines, pounced after the
FDA declared a shortage in2022, churn-
ing out their own versions of weight-loss
drugs to 2mn US patients in the year to
November 2024.

Novo has since invested over $4bn to
step up US production and launched
lawsuits against US compounders.
Wegovy and Ozempic were removed
from the shortage list in 2025, but Lilly’s
expertise in the US market has been dif-
ficult to fight.

“Given in the US drugs can be directly
promoted to patients, the combination
of Zepbound’s stronger weight loss and
perceived better tolerability, combined
with Lilly’s strong and consumer-
focused marketing, have seen Lilly tak-
ing the dominant new patient share,”
says James Gordon, head of European
pharma research at Barclays.

One industry veteran says the closest
comparison to the consumer focus on
weight-loss drugs was Pfizer’s launch of
Viagrain1998.

Against that backdrop, Novo'’s board
decided it was time for chief executive
Lars Fruergaard Jergensen to go, replac-
ing him with Doustdar, who at the time
oversaw all international operations
outside the US. It marked the ultimate

promotion for an executive who had
joined Novo more than 30 years ago as
an office clerk in Vienna.

ovo's challenges are both a
warning and opportunity
for the wider pharmaceuti-
cal industry.

Online retailers and
social media recommendations are now
far from being just a US phenomenon: a
plethora of such sellers now market
weight-loss drugs in the UK, continental
Europe and Asia.

Doustdar says that while obesity
remains a chronic, multi-faceted condi-
tion sometimes serious enough to
require hospitalisation, some uses of
weight-loss drugs “are borderline cos-
metic treatment” that “five or 10 years
ago, we were not discussing ",

With industry analysts calling on the
group to learn from the fast-moving
consumer goods business, Poul Wei-
hrauch, chief executive of confectionery
to petcare group Mars — and a Danish
national — joined Novo’s board as an
observer in March, with an expectation
that he will be made a non-executive
member next year. His brief is to boost
consumer engagement, specifically for
Novo's obesity and Wegovy business.

The group’s new US manager is Jamey
Millar, a veteran of Procter & Gamble as
well as Optum, the UnitedHealth Group
subsidiary that is one of America’s larg-
est pharmacy benefit managers. Helena
Saxon, another new board member, is
an executive at fashion retailer H&M.

To focus more on cosmetic demands,
Novo has partnered with telehealth
companies Hims & Hers, Ro, Weight
Watchers and LifeMD to sell directly to
consumers. It also runs an in-house
ecommerce platform, NovoCare.

It has recently introduced rolling
monthly subscriptions through its tele-
health partners, providing higher dis-
counts to customers who sign up for
longer periods.

Such moves are part of its attempt to
adapt to the changing nature of the US
market as Trump pressures pharma

groups to cut prices in the country to the
levels charged in Europe and elsewhere.

Novo is counting on higher volumes to
make up for the loss of premium pric-
ing. In February it announced plans to

slash the list prices of key drugs in the
US by up to half, starting from next year.
Wegovy currently costs around $349 a
month in the US for a 2.4mg dose, and
justabove £200 in the UK.

There have been some successes.
Novo’s introduction of the Wegovy pill

‘Eli Lilly has successfully
demonstrated skill

in leveraging
second-mover advantage
to win in markets’

in January qualifies as one of the most
successful drug launches in pharmaceu-
tical history, racking up 600,000 pre-
scriptions thanks to its low starting
price and first-mover advantage. But its
monopoly in oral weight-loss treat-
ments was shortlived; Lilly’s rival prod-
uct, Foundayo, went on sale last week.

“We anticipate equally competitive
strategies from Lilly,” says Evan Seiger-
man, an analyst at BMO Capital Mar-
kets. “Lilly has successfully demon-
strated skill in leveraging second-mover
advantage to win in markets.”

Other challenges loom. Semaglutide,
the active ingredient in Novo’s treat-
ments, comes off patent in countries
including India, Canada, Turkey, Brazil
and China this year — opening the door
to cheaper generic competition in mar-
kets that account for around a third of
the world’s obese adults, according to
health data consultancy Igvia.

India in particular is a key market,
according to Emil Larsen, Novo's vice-
president of international operations,
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the post previously held by Doustdar.
Novo currently serves more patients in
Denmark, home to just six million peo-
ple, than it does in the world’s most pop-
ulous country.

“There’s already a crowded market-
place [in India] and it will get more
crowded,” Larsen says. “Our ambition is
to remain competitive at where the
prices land over the coming months.”

eversing Novo’s recent
decline will require a com-
pany that is at heart Danish
to become much more
American in its modus oper-
andi, a reality that has caused some
unease in the Scandinavian kingdom.

Ahead of Doustdar’s appointment,
outside investors wanted a US-focused
executive to take the reins. But within
the country, some asked why a Danish
executive did not get the job.

“There are some private shareholders
who don’t understand why the chief
executive can’t be a Danish national,”
says Jesper Kongskov, a prominent busi-
ness commentator in Denmark. “But
SN N

this is a big international com-
pany ... were such a small country
that with big companies we have to look
outside to find the right CEOs.”

As part of the boardroom manoeu-
vrings that ousted Doustdar’s predeces-
sor Jorgensen last May, the Novo Nord-
isk Foundation — the non-profit that is
the pharma group’s largest shareholder
— installed its chair, Lars Rebien
Serensen, as chair of the company too.

That was also a departure from Dan-
ish tradition. Foundation owners, com-
monplace at big Danish companies, are
expected to keep an arm’s length rela-
tionship to allow board independence.

Doustdar acknowledges national sen-
sitivities, noting that although he had
never previously worked at headquar-
ters he has spent his entire career at
Novo, operating in Switzerland, Austria,
Turkey, Malaysia and Greece.

“I was appointed as a lifetime person
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not to change the culture of the com-
pany, he says.

“I was appointed to bring speed,
patient-centricity, competition knowl-
edge — that exists in all companies but
more when you're in the front lines than
when you're in the centre.”

Still, the first act of his tenure,
announcing the loss of 9,000 jobs last
September, including 5,000 in Den-
mark, was not particularly well received
by small Danish shareholders.

That was followed in February by cuts
of up to 13 per cent in Novo’s guidance
on sales and profits for the current
financial year.

Doustdar has signalled a willingness
to boost growth through acquisitions,
attempting to gatecrash its US rival’s
efforts to buy US biotech Metsera
last year.

Pfizer prevailed in the end, but Novo
acquired US liver disease biotech Akero
Therapeutics for $5.2bn, a move
Doustdar says is part of a strategy of
expanding into treatments for obesity-
related diseases.

That has prompted questions about
whether Novo will expand beyond its
core therapeutic area of obesity and dia-
betes, which accounted for more than
90 per cent of its 2025 sales. Some inves-
tors worry that the group’s focus is too
limited, though one fund manager
observes that the sector “isn’t as narrow
as people think it is”.

“There are so many different streams
within obesity and comorbidities that
you can treat,” adds the investor, who
first bought Novo shares 20 years ago.

Others are more concerned that the
pharmaceutical industry may be learn-
ing too much from its counterparts in
the consumer goods business.

Dr Marie Spreckley, a weight manage-
ment researcher at the University of
Cambridge, said the consumerisation of
weight-loss drugs should not detract
from the fact that such medicines
remain “medical interventions”.

Without professional oversight, she
notes, patients could suffer conse-
quences such as bone density and mus-
cle loss, and adds that the focus on con-
sumer sales “leads to questions about
inequality . . . People living in more
deprived areas tend to be affected more
by obesity and weight problems.”

As Doustdar battles to modernise
Novo’s approach to marketing, reinvig-
orate its sales growth and restore its
standing with investors, the halcyon
days of 2023 feel a long time ago.

“You could say they believed they
could walk on water. That’s what suc-
cess does to you,” says one Danish busi-
ness executive of Novo’s fall from grace.
“They can turn things around but it will
not be an easy task.”



