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Introduction
Johnson & Johnson stands as one of the most recognizable and influential names in the
global healthcare landscape. With a history stretching back to its founding in 1886, the
company has shaped the lives of billions through its pioneering products, innovative
therapies, and unshakable commitment to quality and care. Far more than a familiar
red-and-white logo, Johnson & Johnson represents a legacy that intertwines scientific
progress, business acumen, and corporate social responsibility on a global stage.

This book, "Johnson & Johnson: Portrait of a Global Company," delves deep into the
evolution of a company that began with just fourteen employees in New Brunswick,
New Jersey, and has grown into a multifaceted global powerhouse with a workforce of
over 130,000 people and operations in 175 countries. We will embark on a journey
through time, exploring how the inspirations of Robert Wood Johnson, spurred by the
groundbreaking work of Dr. Joseph Lister, set the company on a trajectory of
innovation that revolutionized healthcare practices and public health.

The following chapters examine the pivotal moments and strategic decisions that have
defined Johnson & Johnson’s transformation over the decades. From launching iconic
consumer brands like Band-Aid and Tylenol, to establishing world-leading
pharmaceutical and medical technology divisions, the company's constant adaptation
to changing scientific, social, and market environments has been central to its
enduring success. We investigate not only its financial achievements and market
strategies, but also the unique organizational culture anchored in its Credo, which
articulates a hierarchy of responsibilities to patients, employees, communities, and
shareholders.

No portrait of Johnson & Johnson would be complete without addressing the challenges
and controversies the company has faced. As with any global industry leader, J&J has
navigated its share of legal battles, ethical dilemmas, and complex product safety
issues—most notably, the massive litigation related to talc-based products and other
pharmaceuticals and devices. These moments of crisis have tested the company’s
values and resolve, offering important lessons about corporate governance,
accountability, and resilience in the face of adversity.

At the same time, Johnson & Johnson’s commitment to innovation and social
responsibility has driven its response to an ever-evolving healthcare landscape.
Strategic initiatives ranging from the recent Kenvue consumer health spin-off to
largescale investments in research and development, digital health, and global health
equity reflect a company striving not only for profitability, but for lasting, positive
impact.
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The story of Johnson & Johnson is ultimately much more than a corporate biography. It
is a study of how business, ethics, science, and society converge, and of how a
company’s past can inform its future. As we follow Johnson & Johnson’s journey
through the next chapters, we will uncover the ingredients of its remarkable
longevity—and the opportunities and challenges that shape its ambitions for the
decades ahead.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Origins of Johnson & Johnson:
From Lister’s Inspiration to Company Founding
The late 19th century was a period of explosive scientific advancement, yet in the
critical field of medicine, particularly surgery, it remained an era rife with peril. Despite
increasing knowledge of anatomy and surgical techniques, the operating theater was
a place where intervention often traded one life-threatening condition for another.
Infections were rampant, swift, and often fatal. The unseen world of microorganisms,
though gradually being understood, was still largely an uncontrolled enemy, turning
relatively minor procedures into deadly gambits. Surgeons, often operating in non-
sterile environments with reusable instruments and dressings, were unwittingly agents
of contagion.

Against this backdrop of medical uncertainty and high mortality rates, a revolutionary
idea was taking root across the Atlantic. Dr. Joseph Lister, a British surgeon working in
Scotland, had become deeply interested in the work of Louis Pasteur, who had
demonstrated that microorganisms caused fermentation and spoilage. Lister
hypothesized that these same invisible "germs" were responsible for the infections
that plagued surgical wounds. His innovative approach was to introduce antiseptic
techniques to surgery, using carbolic acid (phenol) to sterilize instruments, dressings,
and the surgical field itself.

Lister's methods, first published in 1867, were initially met with skepticism, even
derision, by many in the medical establishment. The concept of invisible enemies
causing disease was difficult for some to accept, and the cumbersome process of
applying carbolic acid sprays during operations was seen as unnecessary or even
harmful. Yet, the results spoke for themselves: Lister's patients experienced
dramatically lower rates of post-operative infection and death. He began to gain
proponents as the evidence of his success became undeniable, slowly but surely
changing the course of modern medicine.

Across the ocean, in the burgeoning United States, news of Lister's groundbreaking
work reached inquisitive minds. Among them was Robert Wood Johnson, a young
pharmacist and businessman with a keen interest in healthcare and a growing
awareness of the deficiencies in existing medical supplies. Born in 1845, Johnson had
a practical, entrepreneurial spirit combined with an intellectual curiosity that led him
to seek out new ideas and better methods. He saw the potential for applying scientific
principles to improve patient care, particularly in the manufacturing of medical
products.
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The pivotal moment for Robert Wood Johnson arrived in 1876, when he attended the
Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia. This grand international exhibition was a
celebration of a century of American progress and featured innovations from around
the world. It was here that Dr. Joseph Lister delivered a lecture on his antiseptic
principles and surgical techniques. For Johnson, listening to Lister articulate his theory
and present the compelling evidence of reduced mortality from using sterile methods
was a profound revelation, a moment of transformative insight that would shape the
rest of his life and ultimately, the future of healthcare.

Lister's lecture painted a vivid picture of a new possibility: surgery freed from the
almost inevitable scourge of infection. But it also highlighted a significant practical
challenge. While Lister demonstrated the need for sterile materials, the process he
described was labor-intensive and not easily implemented in every hospital, let alone
by doctors in various settings outside major medical centers. There was a desperate
need for reliable, ready-to-use sterile dressings and supplies that could make
antiseptic surgery widely accessible.

Robert Wood Johnson, with his background in pharmaceuticals and manufacturing,
immediately grasped the commercial and humanitarian potential of this unmet need.
He envisioned producing sterile surgical dressings on a large scale, making the
benefits of Lister's antiseptic methods available to surgeons and patients everywhere,
not just those in well-equipped hospitals willing to adopt complex sterilization
procedures. This wasn't merely a business opportunity; it was a chance to contribute
significantly to public health by preventing countless infections and saving lives.

He returned from Philadelphia inspired and determined to turn this vision into reality.
He recognized that developing reliable, sterile products required more than just a
good idea; it demanded manufacturing expertise, consistency, and a commitment to
quality in an area where precision was literally a matter of life and death. The
challenge was to create a process that could sterilize medical materials effectively and
then package them in a way that maintained sterility until the moment of use, a task
far more complex than it might sound today.

To embark on this ambitious venture, Robert Wood Johnson turned to his family,
specifically his two younger brothers, James Wood Johnson and Edward Mead Johnson.
James was a businessman with skills in finance and administration, while Edward was
also involved in business and had a complementary understanding of the commercial
landscape. Together, they possessed a potent combination of vision, technical
understanding (from Robert's background), business acumen, and shared ambition.

In 1886, the three brothers formally established Johnson & Johnson in New Brunswick,
New Jersey. They set up their operations in a former wallpaper factory on the banks of
the Raritan River, a modest beginning for what would become a global enterprise.
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Their initial workforce was small, consisting of just fourteen employees, but they were
united by a clear purpose: to manufacture the world's first mass-produced, ready-to-
use sterile surgical dressings. This was a pioneering concept at the time, a direct
response to the urgent need illuminated by Lister's work.

The initial products of Johnson & Johnson included sterile gauze, sutures, and
bandages. These were not just standard medical supplies; they were manufactured
under carefully controlled conditions designed to ensure they were free from the
microorganisms that caused infections. The process of creating these sterile products
involved significant effort and attention to detail, representing a major departure from
the unsterile or poorly sterilized materials commonly in use. It required innovation in
manufacturing techniques and packaging to guarantee sterility from the factory floor
to the operating room.

Producing sterile sutures, for example, involved sourcing raw materials, processing
them, sterilizing them effectively, and then packaging them in sealed containers that
would protect them from contamination until needed by a surgeon. Similarly, gauze
and bandages had to be manufactured from clean materials, sterilized, and packaged
securely. This seemingly simple concept – providing a sterile product off the shelf –
was revolutionary in practice, removing a major variable and source of danger from
surgical procedures.

The immediate impact of these early Johnson & Johnson products was significant,
particularly within the medical community. Surgeons who adopted these sterile
dressings found that their patients experienced fewer post-operative infections,
leading to better outcomes and faster recovery times. This practical benefit quickly
overcame any initial skepticism about the "germ theory" or the necessity of sterile
materials. The reliability and convenience of having ready-to-use sterile supplies
available marked a substantial improvement over the methods previously employed.

The company's commitment to quality and the clear utility of its products led to rapid
acceptance within the medical profession. Doctors and hospitals, eager to improve
patient safety and success rates, became eager customers. This demand fueled the
company's early expansion. From its humble beginnings with 14 employees, Johnson &
Johnson grew quickly as word spread about the effectiveness of its sterile products
and as the principles of antiseptic surgery gained wider acceptance.

Within a few years of its founding, the company had already outgrown its initial facility
and expanded its workforce substantially. The demand for reliable, sterile medical
supplies was immense, reflecting the critical need that Robert Wood Johnson had
identified years earlier at the Philadelphia exposition. The vision born from Lister's
lecture had translated directly into a thriving enterprise, built on the foundation of
addressing a fundamental problem in healthcare with scientific rigor and
manufacturing innovation.
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The founding of Johnson & Johnson in 1886 was more than just the creation of another
company; it was the establishment of an institution dedicated from its inception to
improving medical outcomes through the application of scientific principles to product
development. It represented a tangible link between the abstract world of germ theory
and the practical needs of patient care. The Johnson brothers, particularly Robert
Wood Johnson, saw the potential to industrialize the principles of antisepsis, making
life-saving practices accessible on a larger scale.

The brothers' initial focus on sterile surgical supplies was a direct response to the most
pressing medical challenge of their time: preventing infection in surgery. They didn't
start by creating a diverse portfolio of products; they began by tackling one critical
problem with a focused, innovative solution. This initial specialization in sterile medical
products laid the groundwork for the company's reputation within the healthcare
community and established a precedent for linking scientific understanding with
practical product development.

The entrepreneurial spirit of the brothers, combined with Robert's specific insight into
the medical need, proved a powerful engine for growth. They were not just
manufacturers; they were pioneers in the field of standardized, sterile medical
supplies. Their work helped accelerate the adoption of antiseptic and later, aseptic
(truly sterile) techniques, contributing significantly to the transformation of surgery
from a high-risk endeavor into a much safer, more predictable practice.

While the company would later expand into a vast array of healthcare products, the
principles established in these early years remained central to its identity. The
commitment to quality, the focus on addressing critical unmet medical needs, and the
understanding of the vital link between scientific knowledge and practical application
were all forged in the crucible of creating those first sterile bandages and sutures. The
small team of fourteen employees working in a converted wallpaper factory were the
progenitors of a global healthcare leader, united by a founding vision rooted in saving
lives and improving health through innovation and reliability.

The story of Johnson & Johnson's origins is, at its heart, a story of translating a
scientific breakthrough – Lister's antiseptic principles – into a practical solution that
could benefit humanity on a wide scale. It is a testament to the power of observation,
the courage to pursue a novel idea, and the entrepreneurial drive required to build an
organization capable of bringing that idea to fruition. The foundation was laid brick by
sterile-gauze-wrapped brick, setting the stage for a future of growth, diversification,
and enduring impact on global health.
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