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LEONORA O’BRIEN, Pharmapod

Leonora O’Brien is the founder and CEO of Pharmapod, which supplies pharmacists with a 
cloud-based platform to record and report adverse drug effects. Having worked in the pharmacy 
sector for 16 years, Leonora decided to become an entrepreneur in 2012 after spotting a niche to 
change the way pharmacies interact with each other and, ultimately, with patients.

Launched in November 2012, Pharmapod aims to improve knowledge sharing amongst pharmacists 
by bringing the industry into the digital age. The software caters for both community and hospital 
pharmacies, and aims to prevent errors and medication-related incidents. “When you work in the 
industry you see patterns, such as prescribing errors and patients having adverse reactions to 
medicines. Because the same errors were happening again and again I felt compelled to set up 
Pharmapod, to prevent patients being harmed unnecessarily. We can also track patterns and trends 
in counterfeit medicines which is a huge benefit to the pharmaceutical manufacturers as well as for 
patient safety globally.”

Leonora left her job at the Pharmacy Regulator to devote herself to Pharmapod full time.  “You take 
a personal risk for the sake of solving a problem, to bring your idea to fruition, to contribute positively 
to society.”

The evolution of Pharmapod from a business idea to a fledgling start-up happened quickly. Leonora 
entered the 12-week LaunchPad start-up incubation programme at the National Digital Research 
Centre (NDRC) in Dublin. Today, the company is still based in the centre’s office space for new ventures. 

Describing the NDRC as a “hub of positivity”, Leonora found being part of the ecosystem there proved 
very helpful when getting Pharmapod up and running. “Setting up a business can be isolating, but 
NDRC provides us with an energising base where we always feel supported.”

Having finished up on LaunchPad in May 2012, Pharmapod finished its software development and 
completed its beta testing with a number of Irish pharmacies before launching the product to the 
market in November. In 2013, the company was included on Enterprise Ireland High Potential Start-Up 
(HPSU) programme. Leonora also participates in the Going for Growth programme, a support initiative 
for ambitious female entrepreneurs. 

In 2013, Leonora won the Laureate for Europe in The Global Cartier Women’s Initiative Awards, held 
in Paris. She was selected as one of 18 Cartier finalists from more than 1,200 applicants around the 
globe. Pharmapod was one of only three European start-ups shortlisted and the only start-up from 
Ireland. Pharmapod also won the €5,000 prize fund at the Tech Entrepreneurs workshop in Dublin as 
part of the European Digital Agenda Assembly in June 2013. 

Pharmapod runs on all platforms and is designed to cross borders, “Pharmapod is the first international 
platform of its kind to pool information from country to country and monitor the trends and causes 
behind medication errors and adverse effects.”  

The software gathers the data and sends it through the professional network – both the pharmacy and 
the patient remain anonymous throughout. “Transparency is crucial to promote an open, no-blame 
culture. The data is shared back with the profession so it can learn from medication errors that are 
happening and based on this objective data, systems are now being improved.”

Available by monthly subscription, over 120 pharmacies are currently using the Pharmapod system. 
Leonora has found that the majority of their sales to date have come through word of mouth and 
believe this is down to the user-friendliness of the software. Recently, the Pharmapod system is also 
being rolled out across the schools of pharmacy in Ireland in order to train pharmacy undergraduates 
in risk management. Leonora believes this will be a powerful driver of sales.

For Leonora, the biggest challenge so far has been balancing funding activities with customer 
acquisition. However, Pharmapod has now successfully closed its seed round, reaching its investment 
target of €750K. With five staff members and currently recruiting, Pharmapod is now in the latter 
stages of localisation for the UK market and has a pilot group in place. The company has also begun 
localising for the Kenyan market and plans are in place to run their next pilot in Canada in late 2014.

www.pharmapod.ie 


