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1. PFIZER AND THE LARGEST FRAUD SETTLEMENT IN HEALTHCARE HISTORY. 

1. Rationale 

Pfizer Incorporated is an international pharmaceutical company who distributes their healthcare 

products to almost every country in the world, and the fact that Pfizer was the center of the largest 

healthcare fraud settlement in history makes it all the more interesting to study the effects of the 

scandal.1 Another reason for choosing to study the Pfizer fraud is because earlier in 2009, Pfizer spiked a 

sudden interest throughout the masses for the cancellation of their phase three Axitnib research 

program, which resulted in share prices falling and the beginning of a small crisis for Pfizer, and when 

the settlement made headlines on September 2 of the same year, they were only beginning to recover 

from the cancellation of the Axitnib case and were suddenly struck with crisis again, this time hurting 

the stakeholders more than what it did early in the year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1CNN Money. (2009, September 2) Pfizer fined $2.3B in record fraud settlement. CNN Money. 

http://money.cnn.com/2009/09/02/news/companies/pfrizer_fraud_settlement.cnnw/index.htm  
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2. Situational Context 

In 2009, on September 2, the American-based drug manufacturing company Pfizer pleaded guilty to the 

largest healthcare fraud in American history, agreeing to pay $2.3 billion for illegal advertisement of 

their pharmaceutical products.2 This came at a difficult time for the healthcare giant because earlier in 

the year, Pfizer announced they would be withdrawing from investigating a treatment called Axitnib 

which reportedly helped treat pancreatic cancer, but the third phase of the project was discontinued 

after there were no effective results.3 Graph 1 below shows the search interest in Pfizer on Google over 

the course of two years. In this time, there were only two main spikes in interest over time- in late 

January and September.  

Graph 1: ‘Pfizer’ as a Google search term- April 2008- April 2010 

Source: http://www.google.com/insights/search/#q=pfizer&date=1%2F2008%2028m&cmpt=q 

 

This chart by Google Insights beta indicates the interest in Pfizer towards the end of January when the 

company cancelled their investigation of the pancreatic cancer treatment Axitinib which sparked 

interest all over the world.  

 

 

2CNN Money. (2009, September 2) Pfizer fined $2.3B in record fraud settlement. CNN Money. 

http://money.cnn.com/2009/09/02/news/companies/pfrizer_fraud_settlement.cnnw/index.htm. 

3Cox, Jack. (2009, January 30) Pfizer discontinues global phase III trial of Axitnib for futility in advanced 

pancreatic cancer. Pfizer News & Media. http://www.pfizer.com/news/press_rele 

ases/pfizer_press_release_archive.jsp?guid=20090202006193en&source=RSS_2009&page=12. 

http://www.google.com/insights/search/#q=pfizer&date=1%2F2008%2028m&cmpt=q
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Along with the large spike in February coinciding with the share prices dropping below the profit margin, 

there is a spike in late September/ early October which can also be collaborated with the share price 

information on the same time. For more information on share prices, see section three- Issue Lifecycle.  

It is interesting however, to note the following two graphs that show how the interest of Axitnib in 2009 

is of little relevance in comparison to the Pfizer fraud in 2009. 

Graph 2: ‘Pfizer Axitnib’ 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Although this chart spikes serious interest in 2011, it completely flatlines in 2009, which is an indication 

that the cancellation of the Axitnib investigation did not actually cause that much of an interest.  

 

Graph 3: ‘Pfizer Fraud’ 

  

 

 

 

 

 

When we look at it in comparison to the search term ‘pfizer fruad’ however, it is clear that it spiked 

quite a lot of interest.  Assumably, the reason Pfizer sparked such an interest at this time in 2009 is 

because when people heard phrases like ‘Pfizer fraud’, and ‘biggest healthcare fraud in history’, 
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stakeholders would have become concerned with the repercussions of the fraud and Pfizer’s reputation 

in the future. 

If it weren’t for Pfizer’s decision to cancel the Axitnib project, then the marketing fraud may not have 

been such a topic of interest- but it was- and for the key stakeholders, something had to be done about 

the company’s reputation, as it was on a downwards spiral. 

The key stakeholders in this situation would be: 

 Customers of Pfizer, who have the potential to lose their trust with the company. 

 Key managers of Pfizer including the CEO, advertising and marketing agencies, and other senior 

members. 

 Shareholders of Pfizer: the price of their shares can rapidly decline 

 Pharmacies that were in possession of Pfizer falsely advertised products would have to de-

shelve their stock. 

Although Pfizer copped a lot of negative media attention throughout 2009, the pharmaceutical giant 

picked up their game in mid-2010 with the appointment of a new president of research and 

development, Dr Mikael Dolstein, who was appointed to oversee the completion of all research projects 

and make sure everything was at its highest possible standard.4  

This report will look at the impact of the Pfizer marketing fraud using visuals such as graphs and identify 

the key issue lifecycle phases. Sentiment analysis has also been applied to the term ‘Pfizer’ which will 

provide an overview of the impact Pfizer has had on the social networking sphere. 

 

 

 

 

4Kerins, Ray. (2010, May 26) Pfizer appoints Mikael Dolstein President of Worldwide Research and 

Development. Pfizer News & Media. http://www.pfizer.com/news/press_releases/pfizer_pr 

ess_release_archive.jsp?guid=20101202 006411en&source=RSS_2010&page=7   
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3. Issue Lifecycle 

This section of the report analyses the lifecycle of the Pfizer marketing fraud in September of 2009. 

These graphs examine the Pfizer crisis close-up. Graphs six and seven show how Pfizer compared to the 

Dow Jones in 2010, and it is important to note that Pfizer is part of the Dow Jones. 

The following graphs provide a detailed outline of the progression of the issue and the lifecycle it goes 

through. 

 

Graph 4: December 2009 `       Graph four shows that Pfizer share 

prices weren’t affected immensely at 

the end of 2009 as a result of the 

guilty plea earlier in September, 

despite the slight dip in early October, 

presumably sparked by the 

controversy of the fraud. 

 

 

 

Graph 5: January 2010 

Graph five shows the shift in 

January of 2010 which indicates 

that Pfizer share prices were 

beginning to drop, and continued 

to do so until June. 
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Graph 6: FEBRUARY 2010 

Graph six is a reflection of how share prices 

in February dropped well below the profit 

margin; however, so did the Dow Jones, 

which indicates that the share price of 

Pfizer was simply conforming to the market 

trend and does not indicate that the court 

case impacted Pfizer. 

 

 

 

 

Graph seven from April however, indicates 

that Pfizer did not recover from the below 

average share price, and stayed well below 

the Dow Jones. 

 

 

 

 

Graph eight indicates that it isn’t until July of 2010 

that Pfizer’s shares recover, and continued to keep 

rising into the green from August onwards. 

 

Graph 7: April 2010 

Graph 8: July-August 2010- Resolution 
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The next two graphs have a red line, outlining the lifecycle of the issue.  

By looking at graph nine, it is hard to see if the issue has been resolved or not. It can be safely assumed 

however, that the share price of Pfizer is slowly increasing over time, at this stage, it would be fair to 

assume that the share prices are dormant, meaning the issue has been resolved for now. But, that does 

not necessarily mean the share price won’t go down again as a result of another Pfizer crisis. 

Graph 9: Lifecycle Identification 

 

 

Source: http://www.reuters.com/finance/stocks/chart?symbol=PFE.N 

 

Graph 10: Pfizer Shares 2009 

 

Source: http://www.google.com/finance?q=pfe 

Acceleration Crisis Dormant Emergent 

Emergent Acceleration Crisis Resolution 

http://www.reuters.com/finance/stocks/chart?symbol=PFE.N
http://www.google.com/finance?q=pfe
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This graph sourced from Google Finance (Graph ten) shows Pfizer shares throughout 2009 which 

indicates that there is only a slight drop in the share price on September 11 and again on October 2- 

exactly one month after the case has been settled; however, it can be seen that in late February of the 

same year, the share prices have dropped to a significantly low point- even more significant that the 

drop in September/October. This may be a result of Pfizer’s decision to discontinue the third phase of a 

study investigating the Axitinib agent which treats advanced pancreatic cancer because they were not 

finding any results with the agent in late January.5 As a result of Pfizer pulling out of the investigation, 

economists would have lost faith in the drug giant for creating new research- this also proved to be a 

crisis moment for the company.   

This final graph is sourced from UQ Summon which indicates exactly how many articles were written at 

the time. It is clear this graph shows there was a sudden spike in newspaper articles written in 2009. The 

search term keyed into UQ Summon was ‘Pfizer fraud settlement’. In 2008, there were just fourteen 

articles written, whereas in 2009, there were seventy four.  

Graph 11: UQ Summon newspaper articles 

 

Source: 

http://uq.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.cmd=addFacetValueFilters(ContentType,Newspaper+A

rticle)&s.pn=1&s.q=pfizer+fraud+settlement&s.rf=PublicationDate,2006:2011 

 

5Cox, Jack. (2009, January 30) Pfizer Discontinues Global Phase III Trial of Axitinib for Futility in Advanced 

Pancreatic Cancer. Pfizer News & Media. http://www.pfizer.com/news/press_releases/pfizer_ 

press_release_archive.jsp?guid=20090202006193en&source=RSS_2009&page=12 
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http://uq.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.cmd=addFacetValueFilters(ContentType,Newspaper+Article)&s.pn=1&s.q=pfizer+fraud+settlement&s.rf=PublicationDate,2006:2011
http://uq.summon.serialssolutions.com/search?s.cmd=addFacetValueFilters(ContentType,Newspaper+Article)&s.pn=1&s.q=pfizer+fraud+settlement&s.rf=PublicationDate,2006:2011
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4. Sentiment Analysis 

The following graphs will provide a visual overview of how the public felt about the Pfizer marketing 

fraud and how the recovery plan of implementing Dr Mikael Dolstein as the President of Research and 

Development (R&D) has impacted on the reputation of Pfizer. 

 

Graph 12: Twitter Sentiment 

Source: http://twittersentiment.appspot.com/search?query=pfizer 

 

When looking at the data in graph twelve, it can be assumed that Pfizer has resolved the crisis that 

happened in 2009 as most tweets are 89% positive in comparison to an 11% negative association. If this 

issue was tracked from an earlier stage, it is plausible to conclude that this data would have reflected 

Pfizer in a negative way.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://twittersentiment.appspot.com/search?query=pfizer
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Graph 13: Archivist 

 

source:http://archivist.visitmix.com/dd503000/6/Volume  

The information displayed in graph thirteen is from the Archivist and it can only be seen from the time it 

was saved as a search term, which is March 16 2012, so the information displayed here does not reflect 

the popularity of Pfizer in 2009 when the scandal happened; however, it provides an indication of 

roughly how prominent Pfizer is in the Twittersphere. This chart says that there have been over 17 000 

tweets about Pfizer in the last month, which is a clear indication that it is still a largely talked about 

topic. Something that the Archivist does not disclose though is whether or not these Tweets are positive 

or negative. It can be assumed however, that the Tweets are either of neutral or positive value as graph 

eleven previously indicated that most Tweets have been positive. 

Leximancer concept maps can provide a clear outline as to what sort of words are associated with a 

particular product. In this case, five newspaper articles written about the Pfizer fraud on September 2, 

2009 were selected from reputable random newspapers and the text from the articles were put into the 

Leximancer program which generated the following concept map: 

  

 

 

 

http://archivist.visitmix.com/dd503000/6/Volume
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Graph 14: Leximancer Concept Map 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From looking at this concept map, we can see that the word ‘Pfizer’ is closely used in conjunction with 

‘settlement’, ‘criminal’, and ‘DOJ’ (Department of Justice). The way in which Pfizer was associated with 

these words is a reflection of the negative media representation of Pfizer, which ultimately caused their 

spiral into crisis. 

Graph fifteen has been extracted from the website ‘socialmention’, which is a website that provides a 

free sentiment analysis tool. When the graph says that there is 19% strength, it means that the 

likelihood of the company being mentioned is 19%. The sentiment ratio of 4:1 means the amount of 

positive mentions in comparison to negative ones. After looking at the socialmention website at least 

every second day, the ratios do change- fluctuating between positive and negative. Passion indicates 

how likely it is for a Tweeter to mention Pfizer more than once. ‘Reach’ refers to the measure of the 

range of influence.  
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Graph sixteen is similar to what Leximancer does- it makes words certain sizes in relation to their 

relevance to one another- this application is called Wordle. The same five 

random articles that were used in the Leximancer application were used 

for the Wordle processor, making the most relevant and frequently used 

words larger. In this Wordle plot, ‘Pfizer’ is the largest, so are 

‘settlement’, ‘criminal’, and ‘fraud’. This is not good for Pfizer as these 

are negative word associations, and are an accurate reflection of words 

associated with a crisis. 

 

 

  

  

 

  

Graph 15: Socialmention 

Source: http://www.wordle.net/create 

Graph 16: Wordle 

Source: 

http://www.socialmention.com

/search?q=pfizer&t=all&btnG=S

earch 

http://www.wordle.net/create
http://www.socialmention.com/search?q=pfizer&t=all&btnG=Search
http://www.socialmention.com/search?q=pfizer&t=all&btnG=Search
http://www.socialmention.com/search?q=pfizer&t=all&btnG=Search
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5. Conclusion 

The Pfizer fraud rocked the foundations of the company quite significantly, particularly with two massive 

outbreaks of crisis in 2009, and although Pfizer share prices struggled to get back into the green after 

the crisis, their resilience in the face of adversity showed commitment and dedication to their 

pharmaceutical products; and it is because of this resilience that Pfizer regained reputability among 

their customers. Because Pfizer is an international pharmaceutical company that is always researching 

new health methods, it is likely that they will have another crisis at some stage in the future; however, 

Pfizer have learned their lesson about false advertising and marketing, and it can be safely assumed that 

they will not be involved in the largest healthcare fraud in history any time in the near future. It is 

important to note however, that there is likely to be another event such as the Axitnib debacle that will 

create friction between Pfizer and their consumers.  

 


