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Introduction
In the annals of global industry, few companies can lay claim to a legacy as profound
and far-reaching as Novo Nordisk. From its humble beginnings in the early 20th
century, spurred by a revolutionary medical discovery, to its current stature as a
pharmaceutical titan, the story of Novo Nordisk is one of relentless innovation,
unwavering dedication to patient care, and remarkable global expansion. This book, "A
History of Novo Nordisk: The Story of a Global Company," endeavors to meticulously
chart this extraordinary journey, offering readers an in-depth look at the forces that
shaped not only a company, but also the very landscape of modern medicine.

At its core, the narrative of Novo Nordisk is inextricably linked to the discovery of
insulin, a breakthrough that transformed a fatal diagnosis into a manageable chronic
condition for millions worldwide. This book begins by exploring the fervent scientific
environment that led to this pivotal moment and the subsequent pioneering efforts in
Denmark to bring this life-saving treatment to those in need. We delve into the
distinct, yet ultimately convergent, paths of Nordisk Insulinlaboratorium and Novo
Terapeutisk Laboratorium, two entities whose early competition fostered a spirit of
innovation that would define the company for decades to come.

Beyond its foundational role in diabetes care, Novo Nordisk’s history is a compelling
testament to adaptability and strategic foresight. The company’s journey through
world wars, periods of intense economic upheaval, and rapid technological
advancements showcases its resilience and capacity for growth. As we move through
the chapters, we will witness Novo Nordisk's strategic diversification beyond insulin, its
bold ventures into biopharmaceuticals, including growth hormones and hemophilia
treatments, and its proactive embrace of the biotechnology revolution. These
expansions were not merely about corporate growth; they represent a continuous
pursuit of solutions to pressing global health challenges.

This book also examines the crucial elements that have underpinned Novo Nordisk's
enduring success: a distinctive corporate culture rooted in Danish values, an
unyielding commitment to research and development, and a steadfast focus on
manufacturing excellence and robust global supply chains. We will explore how the
company navigated an increasingly competitive landscape, its dedication to corporate
social responsibility and sustainability, and the critical role of strategic acquisitions
and partnerships in its evolution. The digital revolution, too, has played a
transformative role, and we will analyze how Novo Nordisk has leveraged cutting-edge
technology to enhance healthcare delivery and patient outcomes in the 21st century.

Today, Novo Nordisk stands as a global leader, not only in diabetes care but also in
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addressing the burgeoning epidemics of obesity and other serious chronic diseases. Its
impact extends far beyond the confines of boardrooms and laboratories, touching the
lives of countless individuals across continents. This history is more than just a
chronological account; it is an exploration of the intricate interplay between scientific
discovery, corporate strategy, global health needs, and societal values. Through these
pages, readers will gain a profound understanding of how Novo Nordisk has not only
shaped its own destiny but has also significantly influenced the broader trajectory of
global health and pharmaceutical innovation.

Ultimately, "A History of Novo Nordisk" offers a comprehensive and insightful
exploration of a company that embodies the spirit of progress and compassion. It is a
story of scientific triumph, strategic acumen, and an unwavering commitment to
improving human health—a narrative that resonates deeply in an era defined by
global health challenges and the relentless pursuit of medical advancements.
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Chapter One: The Dawn of Insulin: A New Era in
Medicine
The early 20th century was a period of fervent scientific inquiry and groundbreaking
discoveries, a true renaissance in the medical world. Pathogens were being identified
and classified at an unprecedented rate, leading to a deeper understanding of
infectious diseases and their modes of transmission. Vaccines were slowly becoming a
more widespread and effective form of treatment against diseases that had plagued
humanity for centuries, such as smallpox, diphtheria, and tetanus. Surgical techniques
were also advancing, becoming safer and allowing for the treatment of conditions
previously deemed untreatable. In this exciting landscape of medical progress, one
particular discovery would stand out, forever altering the course of a devastating
disease and paving the way for the establishment of one of the world's most influential
pharmaceutical companies: insulin.

Before insulin, a diagnosis of diabetes mellitus was, in essence, a death sentence. The
condition, characterized by extreme thirst, frequent urination, fatigue, and systematic
wasting, had been recognized for millennia, with early physicians even noting the
"sweetness" of the urine in affected individuals. However, a true understanding of its
pathology remained elusive for centuries. Ancient Greek physicians, for example,
recommended horseback riding to reduce excessive urination, while others prescribed
diets of milk and barley water. By the mid-17th century, carbohydrate restriction
began to emerge as a treatment approach, followed by the "Meat Diet" in the 1700s.

In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Dr. Frederick M. Allen championed a
"starvation treatment" that severely restricted all food components, aiming for an
optimum point of malnourishment to sustain the diabetic patient. While this approach
could prolong life for a few months or a year, it often presented a grim choice: death
by diabetes or death by starvation. The quality of life for these patients was,
predictably, extremely poor, marked by constant hunger and weakness. There was no
real hope, only a slow and agonizing decline.

The scientific community, however, was not idle. Researchers had long suspected a
connection between the pancreas and diabetes. As early as 1869, German pathologist
Paul Langerhans had identified two systems of cells within the pancreas. Later, in
1910, Sir Edward Albert Sharpey-Schafer further elaborated on the pancreatic islets'
ability to secrete a substance controlling glucose metabolism, which he termed
"insulin," derived from the Latin word "insula" for island. These observations, while
significant, were still theoretical, and the elusive substance itself remained unisolated
and unusable for therapeutic purposes.
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The critical breakthrough arrived in the summer of 1921, at the University of Toronto,
a moment that would forever change the lives of millions. Dr. Frederick Banting, a
Canadian surgeon, alongside his young medical student assistant, Charles Best,
embarked on a series of experiments under the directorship of Professor John Macleod.
Banting, who had been fascinated by the pancreas's role in diabetes, believed that if
insulin could be extracted from the pancreas, it could help those suffering from the
disease.

Their initial experiments involved ligating the pancreatic ducts in dogs, leading to the
degeneration of the exocrine pancreas while preserving the islets of Langerhans,
which were believed to produce the antidiabetic substance. They then extracted a
substance from these modified pancreases. The results were nothing short of
miraculous. When this extract was injected into diabetic dogs whose pancreases had
been removed, their dangerously high blood sugar levels plummeted, and the animals
were restored to a more normal state.

This pivotal success was announced on November 14, 1921. However, the initial
extract was impure and caused adverse reactions. The team soon brought in
biochemist James Collip to purify the insulin extract further. Collip's expertise proved
invaluable in refining the extraction process, making the substance safe enough for
human trials. The stage was set for one of the most significant medical interventions
in history.

On January 11, 1922, a 14-year-old boy named Leonard Thompson, gravely ill with
type 1 diabetes and weighing only 65 pounds, became the first human patient to
receive an insulin injection. His blood sugar levels were dangerously high, and his
condition was rapidly deteriorating. The initial dose, still somewhat impure, caused an
allergic reaction. Undeterred, the team worked tirelessly to refine the purification
process, and just twelve days later, on January 23, 1922, Thompson received a
second, more refined dose. The results were dramatic and immediate: Thompson's
blood sugar levels dropped, and his clinical condition improved significantly. He
regained strength and weight, and the once-fatal prognosis transformed into a
manageable chronic condition.

The news of insulin's success spread like wildfire, a beacon of hope in a world where
diabetes had been an incurable scourge. The impact was sensational; those who
witnessed the first starved, comatose diabetics revived by insulin saw a genuine
miracle of modern medicine unfold before their eyes. The University of Toronto,
recognizing the immense humanitarian potential of this discovery, made the
unprecedented decision to license insulin production to pharmaceutical companies
royalty-free. This altruistic move ensured that this life-saving treatment would be
accessible to as many people as possible, laying the ethical groundwork for what
would become a global industry dedicated to diabetes care.
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In recognition of their monumental achievement, Frederick Banting and John Macleod
were awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1923. Banting, however,
shared his prize money with Charles Best, acknowledging Best's crucial role in the
discovery, and Macleod, in turn, shared his with James Collip. This act of scientific
camaraderie underscored the collaborative spirit that had brought this medical marvel
to fruition.

The discovery of insulin marked the dawn of a new era in medicine. It transformed
type 1 diabetes from a swiftly fatal illness into a treatable, albeit chronic, condition.
The immediate and dramatic effect of insulin on patients was a testament to its power,
offering a tangible solution where only despair had existed before. While the initial
insulin was derived from animal pancreases, this groundbreaking discovery ignited a
century of innovation in diabetes care. It spurred further research into the hormone's
intricate functions, leading to a deeper understanding of glucose homeostasis and
metabolism. The isolation of insulin also paved the way for the development of new
technologies, such as improved injection devices and glucose monitoring systems,
continually enhancing the lives of people with diabetes. The seemingly insurmountable
barrier of diabetes had been breached, and a new frontier of medical possibilities lay
open, beckoning researchers and pharmaceutical pioneers to continue the work that
had begun in a small laboratory in Toronto.
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