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WHEN EMILIANGELO RATTI FOUND OUT 
late last year that GlaxoSmithKline (GSK) 
planned to pull the plug on drug discovery in 
some areas of neuroscience, including pain 
and depression, he knew he had to do some-
thing. As a senior vice president and head 
of the pharmaceutical company’s center for 
drug discovery in neuroscience, Ratti over-
saw work at two centers that were targeted 
for closure, one in Harlow, U.K., and one 
in Verona, Italy. Ratti scrambled to arrange 
a deal with an American contract research 
organization called Aptuit, which took over 
the Verona facility on 1 July and will provide 
research for hire for GSK and other compa-
nies. “I’m very proud of that because I’ve 
been able to secure the future of my 500 peo-
ple,” Ratti says. At the Harlow facility, hun-

dreds of employees have been laid off, while 
many others have been transferred within 
GSK, Ratti says.

In announcing the move to investors and 
analysts on 4 February, GSK Chief Executive 
Andrew Witty explained that pain, depression, 
and anxiety were areas where “we believe 
the probability of success is rela-
tively low, [and] we think the cost 
of attaining success is dispropor-
tionately high.” Ceasing research 
in these areas would save GSK 
£250 million ($387 million) by 
2012. A few weeks later, news came 
that AstraZeneca was closing research facili-
ties in the United States and Europe and ceas-
ing drug-discovery work in schizophrenia, 
bipolar disorder, depression, and anxiety. 

These cutbacks by two of the top play-
ers in drug development for disorders of the 
central nervous system (CNS) have raised 
concerns that the pharmaceutical indus-
try is pulling out, or at least pulling back, 
in this area. In direct response to the cuts 
at GSK and AstraZeneca, the Institute of 
Medicine (IOM) Forum on Neuroscience 
and Nervous System Disorders organized a 
meeting in late June that brought together 
leaders from government, academia, and 
private foundations to take stock. (The 
forum’s chair, Alan Leshner, is also the 
executive publisher of Science.) 

“The biggest problem isn’t the announce-
ments by GSK and AstraZeneca, it’s when 
you look at the pipeline and see what com-
panies are actually doing in psychiatric drug 
development,” says Thomas Insel, director 
of the National Institute of Mental Health. 
“There are very few new molecular entities, 
very few novel ideas, and almost nothing 
that gives any hope for a transformation in 
the treatment of mental illness.” 

That’s worrying, Insel and others say, 
because the need for better treatments for 
neurological and psychiatric disorders is 
vast. Hundreds of millions of people are 
affl icted worldwide. Yet for some common 
disorders, like Alzheimer’s disease, no truly 
effective treatments exist; for others, like 
depression, the existing drugs have limited 
effi cacy and substantial side effects. 

What’s in the pipeline?
At fi rst glance, the situation doesn’t appear 
to be so dire. A report released 14 July by 
the Pharmaceutical Research and Manufac-
turers of America (PhRMA) touts a record-
high 313 drugs in the pipeline for mental 
health disorders such as depression, anxi-
ety, and addiction. Another report, commis-
sioned by IOM for the June meeting and pre-
pared by the Tufts Center for the Study of 
Drug Development, identifi ed 1747 drugs in 
development for a much longer list of dis-
orders, including degenerative diseases like 
multiple sclerosis and neurological condi-
tions like epilepsy. Indeed, the Tufts report 
suggests that the pipeline has expanded 

rapidly for many conditions in 
recent years (see graph, p. 503). 
But a closer look tells a differ-
ent story, says Steven Hyman, a 
psychiatrist and former NIMH 
director who is now provost at 
Harvard University. Many of 

the drugs in clinical trials have long been 
approved and are now being tested for a new 
indication, Hyman says. Looking over the 
Tufts and PhRMA reports’ lists of drugs in 
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