
15-STEP PLAN TO A 
SUCCESSFUL 
PHARMA BRAND 

LAUNCH



A recent Bain & Company study found half of all 
pharmaceutical brand launches underperformed 

expectations - with more than one in four releases 
failing to reach even 50% of forecasted revenue. 

Will your product launch succeed or struggle? 

The answer to that question depends on how you 
prepare your product for market. Successful launches 

do certain things others don’t. To improve your 
product’s chances to thrive in a competitive 

marketplace, follow our 15-step plan.



PART I: THE FIRST STEPS TOWARD SUCCESS

1. Identify your niche.

A 2014 report from McKinsey & Company noted that successful 
launches fit one of four archetypes, each of which requires different 
approaches:

A product with strong differentiating qualities treating a disease with a 
high perceived burden (25%). Here, companies must avoid the trap of 
assuming high quality will naturally translate into high sales volume. 
Funding the launch, leveraging early exposure, and tracking response to 
meet customer needs are key steps to ensuring success. 

A product with moderate differentiating qualities in a well-established 
disease area (50%). Here, the key is differentiation. Knowing the needs of 
targeted providers and patients will help identify competitive advantages 
for the product. Along with quality markers, pricing can be crucial in these 
markets. 

A “category creator” meets unmet needs for a targeted population (15%) 
When meeting unmet needs, pharmaceutical developers need to 
understand the contours of those needs and the patients who will benefit 
from the new therapies. This may require significant investment to do well.

A “market shaper,” which offers a new therapy for an unestablished 
disease area (8%). The importance of understanding unmet needs and 
barriers to access are acute for market shapers. 



2. Get to know your target population.

Having a clearly-defined target population is foundational to: 

Differentiating your product

Creating first-use experiences and word-of-mouth buzz

Identifying possible barriers to service

3. Organize strategically.

In analyzing 20 pharmaceutical releases, Bain discovered that launches 
organized as “microbattles” outperformed those with more traditional 
project management. This agile structuring builds in adaptability and 
opens communication channels to make launches more responsive to 
facts on the ground.

Distinctives of “microbattle” organization:

Team works cross-functionally rather than in silos

Head of launch controls budget rather than pre-allocating funds by 
function

Strategy rather than checklists establish priorities

Test, adapt, learn, and scale rather than linear models of task completion



4. Know your competition.

Although the pharmaceutical industry remains highly competitive, many 
companies preparing for a launch don’t strategize sufficiently.

Successful preparation for competition includes:

Market research on competitors

Listening to patients and providers’ perceptions

Simulating for competition from new entrants to develop strategies for 
differentiation

5. Understand your pricing goals.

Pricing can play a key role in uptake. It must take into consideration:

What development, manufacturing, and distribution costs

What the target patients, healthcare providers, and insurances are 
willing to pay

How similar products are priced

What role pricing plays in differentiating a product on the market



PART II: RESEARCH FOR ENGAGEMENT 
HOW TO LISTEN SO OTHERS WILL LISTEN TO YOU

6. Conduct both qualitative & quantitative market research.

Market research relies heavily on numbers. That makes intuitive sense, 
since profit margins depend on reliable data collection and rigorous 
analysis. 

But don’t neglect qualitative analysis - interviews with patients and 
providers gives you access to factors numbers can’t tell you, like how a 
client experiences a product or barriers to a doctor prescribing your 
product.

7. Translate market research into concrete messaging to  
    make your product stand out.

To greater or lesser extent, all pharma launches use standard market 
research tools like physician segmentation, patient pathways, and focus 
groups.  

What distinguishes high-performing releases is the translation of this 
data into actionable insight - leveraging findings from research to 
position a product distinctively.



8. Engage with your stakeholders and influencers.

Your stakeholders include three distinct groups: physicians, payers, and 
patients. Each must be educated differently. 

Segment targeted physicians by prescribing volume and by specialty, and 
vary education accordingly.

Educate payers and patient advocates about your product. Adjust your 
messaging to meet their concerns.

Patients need to understand the value of your product for outcomes, cost, 
risk, and comparative advantage.

9. Demonstrate value on multiple fronts.

In a competitive marketplace, only products with high value survive. This 
perceived value has several dimensions, each of which must be 
demonstrated to close a sale. 

Health outcomes

Pharmacoeconomic cost-value analysis

Risk sharing

Comparative effectiveness



10. Build services around your product to remove any     
       obstacles to purchase.

Your stakeholders include three distinct groups: physicians, payers, and 
patients. Each must be educated differently. 

Segment targeted physicians by prescribing volume and by specialty, and 
vary education accordingly.

Educate payers and patient advocates about your product. Adjust your 
messaging to meet their concerns.

Patients need to understand the value of your product for outcomes, cost, 
risk, and comparative advantage.

11. Focus on the patient experience to keep the 
       provider satisfied.

Physicians get lots of attention from pharmaceutical marketers, because 
they have the power to prescribe. Public and private payers matter 
because they foot most of the bill.

But patients matter, too, because both health care providers and 
insurers answer to them. If you want to keep a physician happy, keep the 
patient happy in the following areas:

Education      Outcomes

Effects and side-effects    Cost

Risk-Sharing      Service



PART III: AFTER THE LAUNCH
ADAPTING YOUR STRATEGY 
TO CHANGING CONDITIONS

12. Create a plan to collect data after your launch.

The most successful launches don’t stop working after their product hits 
the market. They keep up their analysis post-release so they can 
maneuver to address problems and opportunities as they arise. 

This should include:

Performance metrics

Qualitative and quantitative analysis of responses from the public and 
from stakeholders

Success of messaging

Risks and opportunities

Competitive responses

13. Make course correction part of your plan.

Data on the ground should inform changes in strategy, and appropriate 
planning for mid-course adjustments should be in place. 

Only the most agile organizations can do this successfully, and they only do 
this by programming for rapid adaptation to changing market conditions. 



14. Evaluate progress and adjust your strategy accordingly

You’ve planned for data collection and course correction after the 
launch; now it’s time to analyze progress and change up your strategy. 

Be prepared to:

Address complaints from providers, payers, and patients

Introduce new services to remove obstacles to prescription

Change your messaging

Target new audiences

Re-allocate resources

15. Pass on fresh insight to potential clients.

You’ll also want to keep your eyes open for new insights on the ground 
to share with your clients. 

Look for: 

Positive response to your product

Outstanding performance in clinical outcomes

Changes in cost or perceived value to patients

Comparative advantages and differentiation from competitors



www.PharmaCentra.com

PharmaCentra, LLC provides expert 
pharmaceutical marketing and sales support and 

strategic patient, pharmacy and physician 
outreach, including clinical trial recruitment, 

pharmacy locator, pharmacy stocking, teledetailing 
and comprehensive healthcare management.
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