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Novartis International AG came into existence when to Swiss laboratories Ciba-Geigy 
and Sandoz merged in 1996. Today the multinational pharmaceutical company ranks 
third in sales worldwide and employs more than 119,000 people. In the year 2001 
Novartis decided to transform the Saint Johann site, where it has its headquarters in 
the city of Basel -located between the river Rhine and the French border- from an 
industrial complex to a place of innovation, knowledge and encounter. Some buildings 
were remodelled and others were demolished to make way for new ones to house 
state-of-the-art laboratories and offices.

Some of the most renowned architecture firms in the world have participated in this 
unique project of transformation that encompasses 20 hectares. Architects like Frank 
Gehry, David Chipperfield, Tadao Ando, Rafael Moneo, SANAA, Kazuyo Sejima + Ryue 
Nishigawa and artists like Richard Serra and Jenny Holzer have created pieces for this 
campus. The masterplan by Vittorio Lampugnani preserves some historic buildings and 
includes landscaping and even absorbed an important city street that originally led to 
a border control. All the new buldings were built to eco-sustainable standards. 

The new campus offers Novartis' aproximately 10,000 employees in Basel -in the 
departments of Pharmaceuticals, Research and Development, Marketing and 
Administration- an idillic environment in which to work. Walking around the Novartis 
campus, however, you can't help feeling you are inside some sort of sterilized urban 
fantasy, an aseptic corporate Disneyland. 

Its perfect streets, that cold Swiss precision in the architectural details, the futuristic 
laboratories, the ultra-modern supermarkets, the impeccable lawns, all gave me the 
pleasant but also slightly eery sensation of walking around an uncontaminated set of a 
new Truman Show. 

Fast-growing companies are faced with many challenges, 
a key one being the necessity to find, acquire and retain 
talent. In pharmaceutical companies like Novartis there is 
a constant need for people who can manage new product 
launches, global distribution issues and R&D projects. The 
fact that at the heart of the complex is an extraordinary 
glass piece by Frank Gehry that houses the Human 
Resources department, a training center and an 
auditorium, shows very clearly the importance that the 
company places on its human capital. The extravagant 
building stands out like a diva surrounded by elegantly 
dressed orchestra musicians. Its shape, from above looks 
almost like a heart pumping life to the rest of the campus. 

The concept of emotional salary is difficult to measure but 
of utmost importance for companies. Put very simply, the 
more you improve the quality of life of your people, the 
less likely they are to want to defect. The Novartis campus 
is a brilliant example of this taken to a whole new level.

The campus is not open to the general public. 
Its enjoyment is exclusively for Novartis 
citizens. I was there only because I was visiting 
a friend who works for the pharmaceutical 
giant, who seemed delighted to work here. 
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