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Edouard Sakiz

In 1988, the senior management of Roussel-Uclaf, a medium-sized French pharmaceutical company had to decide where and how to market a new abortion drug, called RU 486.  Early tests had shown that the drug was 90 to 95 percent effective in causing miscarriage during the first five weeks of pregnancy.  The drug came to be known as “the French abortion pill,”  Soon  Roussel-Uclaf and its managers found themselves at the centre of  a major  controversy.

The chairman of Roussel-Uclaf, Edouard Sakiz, was a physician with a deep  personal commitment to RU 486.  He would make the final decision on introducing the drug.  Earlier in his career, Sakiz had helped develop the chemical compound on which RU 486 was based.  He believed strongly that the drug could help thousands of women, particularly in poor countries and avoid injury or death from botched abortions.  In the developed world, RU 486 would provide women and physicians with a valuable alternative to surgical abortions.

But Sakiz couldn’t take a decision on his own.  He had other important obligations to his various stakeholders.  Initial revenues from the drug were likely to be quite small.  At the same time, antiabortion groups would press for a  boycott of products made by Roussel-Uclaf and Hoechst, the German chemical giant that was Roussel-Uclaf’s largest shareholder.  A successful boycott would cost the two companies far more than they would earn from RU 486.  

The company’s employees were sharply divided about the drug.  Some were passionately committed to RU 486, while others opposed the drug on ethical grounds or feared that the protests and boycotts would harm Roussel-Uclaf and its other products.  Sakiz knew that debates about the product  were creating uncertainty among employees and diverting a good deal of management time.

As he pondered over the prospect of introducing RU 486,  Sakiz realized he was at the center of a network of responsibilities to important groups and institutions outside Rousell-Uclaf.  One of these was the French government.  It owned 36 percent of Roussel-Uclaf, and the French Ministry of Health closely regulated the company, thus shaping its business opportunities.  The French government supported the introduction of RU 486 on the basis of women’s rights, the benefits arising out of a less invasive medical procedure, and lower health care costs by substituting a pill for surgery.

Hoechst, which owned 55 percent of Roussel-Uclaf, was another critical stakeholder.  Its chairman was a devout Roman Catholic, who had in public opposed abortion on moral grounds.  Moreover, Hoechst had a mission statement committing the firm to lofty goals. This was partly due to a historic blunder committed by Hoechst. The company had played a major role in producing  Zyklon B, a poison gas used in the gas chambers at the notorious prisoners’ camp, Auschwitz.  

Roussel-Uclaf’s network of relationships and responsibilities raised extremely difficult questions for Sakiz.  What were the company’s obligations?  To women? To the government laboratory that helped develop the steroid molecule on which RU 486 was based?  To the larger medical and research communities?  Should Roussel-Uclaf go ahead and introduce the drug? 

� Drawn from “Defining Moments,” by Jospeh L Badaracco Jr, HBS Press 1997.





