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develop a specialization. I’ve chosen
the former,” he says. “It makes a CV
much more interesting, an individual
more rounded, if you are prepared to
tackle different assignments and if
you can demonstrate that you are
able to cope with change in your life.”

In 1989, Senn was promoted from
a statistician in the biometrics
division to group head of inflamma-
tion, bone allergy/epidemiology,
biometrics. He developed a keen
interest in the philosophy, planning,
and statistical analysis of clinical
trials, and these issues became more
important to him than his other main
areas of epidemiology and healthcare
planning. He spent considerable time
drawing up trial designs for an inter-
national prototype of the asthma
drug, formoterol, which had already
been registered in Germany but
required much greater statistical

Service and as a lecturer at Dundee
College of Technology (during which
time he obtained a PhD from neigh-
boring Dundee University), in 1987
he joined CIBA in Basel, Switzerland.

The move into industry was a
personal gamble, Senn admits, but as
a Swiss citizen whose family came
from Basel, he instantly felt at home
there. He also appreciated the profes-
sionalism of a large drug company, its
willingness to invest heavily in
people, and the moral seriousness
that pervaded the clinical research
department. He was fortunate to
work with several leading statisticians
who became his mentors, including
Amy Racine (now with Novartis) and
Andy Grieve (now with Pfizer), and
has no regrets about switching from
academia.

“Essentially, there are two ways to
go in your career: develop yourself or

ention the word “statistics”
to most clinical researchers
and they are likely to either
break out in a cold sweat or
do their best to conceal a

yawn. Industry professionals often
regard statistics as a fearsomely diffi-
cult discipline that is of little
relevance to their jobs—and that is
rather dry and dull.

Professor Stephen Senn has spent
much of his working life trying to
dispel such myths and promote
greater understanding of the topic.
He is driven by a genuine passion for
the subject and a strong belief that
statistics has an increasingly impor-
tant role to play in drug development.

“The overriding need to
produce quality data and present
them in a meaningful way lies
right at the very heart of a clinical
trial,” says Senn, who is Professor
of Pharmaceutical and Health
Statistics at University College
London. “One problem statisti-
cians face, though, is a lack of
uniformity because they are
involved in clinical research at so
many different levels. Some work
within the development team,
while others are part of the
central statistical group. Some
companies employ statisticians to
sign off on protocols, but others

don’t. There are no norms for us.”
Just as statisticians within the

pharmaceutical sector have markedly
different job responsibilities, Senn
has pursued a varied career path. He
graduated in economics and statistics
in 1974 at the University of Exeter,
UK, and then completed an MSc in
information processing in the health
services. After working as a statisti-
cian in the UK National Health
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Stephen Senn with wife Victoria and son Mark in the Lofoeten Islands
in Arctic Norway. The vacation earlier this year was to celebrate the
couple’s silver wedding anniversary. Missing from the photo is their
daughter, Helen, who was spending her gap year in New Zealand.
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input. During this project, he was
convinced of the potential value of
crossover trials. He has published
extensively on that study design, and
wrote an article about it for Applied
Clinical Trials (April 1995, pp. 24–31).

“In these trials, each person acts as
his or her own control, and this allows
precise comparisons to be made by
eliminating general variability. But
they are controversial to analyze
because there is the problem of
carryover, and they are suitable only
for chronic diseases such as rheuma-
tism, migraine, asthma, and possibly
epilepsy,” Senn says.

The profile of regulatory statistics
in Europe rose in the late 1980s,
partly as a result of a series of
seminars run by Robert O’Neil, head
of statistics at the FDA. The seminars
contributed to the decision by more
regulatory authorities to employ
statistical experts, following the lead
taken by Sweden. O’Neil’s courses
also initiated the foundation of a
European course in pharmaceutical
medicine.

This changing climate meant that
Senn took on extra responsibilities at
CIBA. He was a member of the
company’s GCP committee, and of its
Faster Time to Market Team charged
with developing a system for project
prioritization. He also became active
in the Drug Information Association,
and still runs courses on statistical
issues in drug development.

The wish to again become more
directly involved in education
prompted Senn to take up his current
post at University College London six
years ago. He still does pharmaceuti-
cal consulting work, and was
appointed a member of the UK Royal
Statistical Society’s Council in 2000.

In spite of having a busy and
demanding lifestyle, he finds time to
pursue his main adventurous hobbies
of hillwalking and downhill and cross-
country skiing. Furthermore, he
retains a lively sense of humor and
believes it is essential for people not
to take themselves too seriously.

Senn contributes witty columns to
the PSI (Statisticians in the Pharma-
ceutical Industry) Newsletter, and
helped put together the publication’s

hilarious and popular four-part
Guernsey McPearson Drug Develop-
ment Dictionary (www.senns.demon.
co.uk/wdict.html). It defines a global
compromise as “implementing the
American system,” a marketing
forecast as “false profits predicted by
false prophets or twice what you dare
not even hope the product might earn

multiplied by three,” a regulatory
dossier as “a document which takes a
forest of trees to obscure the wood,”
SOP as “a vitally important document
whose rate of obsolescence exceeds
its rate of implementation,” statisti-
cians as being “twice as boring as
accountants and half as rich,” and
peer review as “a rigorous approach
to screening papers that ensures that
only those which cite the referees’ get
published.” The dictionary calls a
wonder cure “a treatment with no
financial future. To be avoided like
the plague,” and describes a market-
ing department as “clever, brilliant,
amusing and witty—and that’s just
what they say about themselves.”

Above all, Senn believes in the
value of dialogue and collaboration,
regarding science as “one long
journey of correspondence.” It will be
interesting to observe where his own
journey takes him in the future.

Philip Ward is the European editor of
Applied Clinical Trials.
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