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The Pharmaceutical and Biotech
sectors have seen many changes
over the last decade with ever-

increasing pressure from consumers, media
and politicians. While politicians are all too
quick to accuse the industry of profiteering
and customers gasp at the price of new
drugs, the industry claims an ever-decreasing
ROI for blockbuster drugs with ever-
increasing cost of R&D, tighter regulatory
controls and a litigious public. There is a
clear disconnect between the consumers of
drugs and those engaged in their
development. This topic is often raised and
discussed in forums such as this and one
response has been for the Pharma companies
to merge and seek comfort in size.

Question: How have these changes
affected the suppliers of instruments and
automation equipment to this sector?

TTP LabTech: I can only speak from my
personal experience and hence that of TTP
LabTech. In my 23 years with TTP, we have
always had an interest in providing leading
edge technologies to the Pharmaceutical
industry. In the early days we ran a number
of projects in close collaboration with either
individual Pharma companies or on occasion
within a consortium of up to eight parties.
The projects were always challenging and

the risk was shared between the vendor and
the customer/s. Over the years we built up a
reputation for solving difficult problems and
providing robust and reliable equipment,
which in many cases is still in operation
today. Apart from supplying complex
automation equipment we also embarked on
the development of specialised
instrumentation to meet the growing
demands of the drug discovery process.

Over the past decade many other vendors
came into this market – some with little
experience and often without the range of
skills required which include not only a
range of engineering and software skills but
also optics, biology and chemistry. This
increased the number of failed projects
leaving many Pharma companies with
expensive capital equipment which failed to
perform reliably and often failed to meet the
original specification. After billions of dollars
of investment, the promise of new
blockbuster drugs failed to arrive and the
industry is now focused on reducing costs.
This is being done by mergers and by
putting a squeeze on equipment suppliers,
which is understandable, but I fear this will
not necessarily help resolve the issues.
Leaving price negotiations to fresh-faced
MBA graduates, who have little
understanding of the specification or the
complexity, is going to end up with a vendor
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that can meet the price but not the
performance.

Q: How does your approach to product
development ensure that your
instruments have long term applicability?

TTP LabTech: As we all know ideas for new
products can come from a range of sources –
current customers, salesmen, competitors,
scientific presentations, R&D engineers and
product mangers. Trying to identify a new
product which not only meets a real need,
but is commercially viable, technically
feasible and makes a good strategic fit with
the rest of the business is a notoriously
difficult task. 

Ideally, the traditional path to new
product development (NPD) follows the
identification, usually by the sales or
marketing team, of unmet needs from the
chosen market and the conveyance of this
information in the form of a User
Requirements Specification. R&D teams
then generate design concepts to be
evaluated from technical and commercial
viewpoints before selecting the best way
forward. However, in reality the NPD is
often triggered by a technical push rather
than a marketing pull, following the
discovery of some enabling technology or in-
house invention. 

At TTP LabTech we pride ourselves on
the successful combination of both of these
approaches to produce instrumentation that
uses cutting-edge technology and fulfils the
user specifications. In order to do this, one
of the most crucial things that we do is
listen to what our customers are saying
about the problems they or their colleagues
are facing within their research facilities. We
then use the breadth of our technical
expertise and creativity to develop
commercially available solutions.

This is not always an easy process. One



problem that can occur during development
is the ‘lost in translation’ effect. This is where
the original brief and product specification
gets misinterpreted as a result of the inherent
language barrier that exists between the
engineering and scientific communities.
Given the huge cost of instrument
development this can result in financial
casualties. To be able to successfully
overcome these issues there needs to be a
close interaction between the individual
teams that are involved in developing and
manufacturing the instrument. TTP LabTech
is perhaps uniquely positioned in that our
R&D team, engineers, software engineers,
scientists and manufacturers are all housed
within one building, hence interact closely.
This is highly beneficial as several iterations
of prototyping and design refinement are
needed during NPD to ensure that the
expected performance can be achieved and
that the instrument will work day-in, day-out
within minimal maintenance. The continual
interaction that occurs between the teams
throughout the entire process ensures that
the original user requirement specifications
are adhered to closely. Furthermore, our set-
up means it is easier to incorporate subtle
alterations to our instruments in line with
customer feedback so we offer products that
are constantly evolving and improving. The
result is our range of industry standard
screening products for the Pharma and
academic industries. 

Q. What does the future hold for TTP
LabTech’s laboratory instrumentation?

TTP LabTech: As a company we are
committed to developing high-end products
for the life sciences industries. In order to
do this we need to reflect the changes that
are occurring in the drug discovery process
when developing our new products. The
Pharma and Biotech industry wants and
needs higher level targets. There is a move
away from the more traditional cell surface
targets towards ion channels and
intracellular components, such as kinases.
With this altered focus, comes a
requirement for new assay methodologies
since many are intractable to, or unsuitable
for, primary screening using current
approaches. For example, receptor-ligand
binding assays are unlikely to be suitable
for intracellular targets and in these
instances cell-based approachs may become
necessary. Of course, the development of
new assays means that there is a
concomitant need for new instrumentation
to be able to run and analyse the assays and
this is where TTP LabTech fits in. This is

not something new to us, in the past we
recognised that there was a shift towards
genome wide screens, where the effect of
compounds on a vast array of undefined
targets are explored. In response we
developed the Acumen eX3 microplate
cytometer, the third generation of our
original Explorer machine, in anticipation
of the requirement for high content, high
throughput, multiplexed assays.

In the past decade there has been
increased interest in biotherapeutics, such as
antibodies, as evidenced by their increased
therapeutic use in areas such as oncology
and auto-immune disease. While these drugs
are more costly to generate, in the long term
when the patent runs out, they may still be
money-spinners as they require much more
specialised labs and equipment to replicate
than new chemical entities. This is a
prospect that must be attractive to those
pharmaceutical companies who suffered
when their blockbuster drug went off-patent.
As a result, one area that we are moving into
is instrumentation for biotherapeutic
laboratories and this year has seen the
launch of Mirrorball™, our new laser
scanning instrument for antibody discovery.
This was developed in response to users’
requirements for a high sensitivity,
automated instrument for mix-and-read
assays – often the method of choice, when
screening cell supernatants for antibodies of
interest. Given the success of both Acumen
eX3 and Mirrorball, TTP LabTech will
continue to apply its expertise in laser
scanning instrumentation and launch
additional products in this area.

Another area that holds much interest for
the Pharma industry is the field of label-free
detection. As all processes in the human
body are the result of the interaction
between two molecules, biomolecular
interaction analysis is critical to drug
discovery. Label-free methods have several
advantages over the more traditional
addition of fluorescent, chemical or
radioactive labels: they do not require the
development of custom assays (a time-
consuming and labour-intensive process);
and they do not result in altering a protein’s
structure and function. 

One label-free technology that we are
involved in developing is acoustic biosensors.
Resonant acoustic profiling (RAP) is an
advanced label-free sensor technology that
detects biomolecular interactions in real-time
and also offers an efficient way to optimise
the development and production process of
recombinant proteins. Being insensitive to
refractive index and colour changes, RAP
only measures physical binding events and

this enables direct measurement in undiluted
crude and complex samples, such as cell
culture media or periplasmic extracts without
the need for intensive assay calibration. We
are currently working on ways to optimise
our RAP biosensor cassette and move this
technology forward into the area of antibody
therapeutics to promote alongside Mirrorball. 

TTP LabTech has identified a number
of other technologies that can be
configured into label-free biosensors. One
of the ways we are pushing forward the
development of these projects is through
building collaborations with academic
sectors and companies who have been
attracted by our proven track record in
commercialising complex technologies and
our global sales and support reach. Fast-
track development of selected products will
ensure a healthy pipeline of innovative
solutions for our customers and continued
company growth. DDWi
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