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Companies decide how much to spend for launch based on 
many factors, including their expectations for the product and 
where it fits in the overall corporate strategy. It is common, 
though, for companies to wait to kick spending into high gear 
until the year before launch. This is especially true for 
emerging companies that tend to be resource-constrained 
and risk-averse until they are certain that launch is imminent. 
The problem with this wait-and-see approach is that many 
clinical-stage companies find themselves either underfunding 
launches and underperforming in the market, or overfunding 
launches too late in the launch period in an attempt to catch 
up, thus incurring costs that do not add incremental value  
to commercial success.

Syneos Health has previously published an in-depth analysis 
of pre-launch/launch-year SG&A spend in a sample of emerging 
companies launching their first product to understand  
the threshold of SG&A investment needed to increase  
the probability of a successful launch. The study found that 
companies that spent a minimum of 75% of their launch-year 
forecasted revenue in their pre-launch year (L-1) had higher 
rates of launch success as defined by achieving analyst 
consensus forecast. Not a single company that spent  
less than 75% of their launch year forecasted revenue in 
L-1 achieved a successful launch. Excessive overspending 
didn’t necessarily help either. Less than half (40%) of the 
companies that spent more than 250% of their launch-year 
forecasted revenue in L-1 failed to achieve their forecasted 
revenue potential. The study revealed an L-1 launch spend 
“sweet spot” in the 75% to 250% range.

We have since conducted a survey and an executive 
roundtable of more than 300 biopharmaceutical executives 
from small-to-midsized biopharmaceutical companies and 
finance/advisory services professionals to understand in 
more detail their experiences and perspectives with SG&A 
investment prior to launch. We explored potential reasons 
why executives tend to underspend, how spend expectations 
differ by role and experience and how companies can  
course correct. 

Investing for Launch Success: 
Finding the Right Balance
Syneos Health surveyed over 300 finance advisory professionals and 
biopharmaceutical executives—with collective experience exceeding  
330 product launches—to gain perspectives on pre-launch investment.

DEFINITIONS
Launch Year: First full year of sales. In cases with a  
third-quarter launch, we considered the year after launch  
to be the launch year (e.g., if company launched Dec. 2013, 
launch year was defined as 2014)

Successful Launch: A product that meets or beats its 
forecasted revenue (projected in analyst reports from  
the year prior to launch) during any of the first four years 
postlaunch

SG&A: Consists primarily of salaries and wages for employees 
in executive and operational functions, stock-based 
compensation, consulting, accounting, legal and marketing 
fees, related facility costs and administrative costs to  
support operations

ABBREVIATIONS
FR: Forecasted Revenue

SG&A: Sales, General and Administrative Expenses

L: Launch year

  L ± X: Launch year ± “x” years

https://www.syneoshealth.com/insights-hub/to-spend-or-not-to-spend-investing-for-launch-success-as-an-emer
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UNDERSPENDING IS THE NORM,  
BUT FINANCE/ADVISORY PROFESSIONALS EXPECT MORE

For the survey, we first compared the pre-launch spend 
expectations of biopharmaceutical executives and finance/
advisory services professionals. The majority of biopharma 
executives and finance/advisory professionals have  
launch investment expectations that don’t meet threshold 

(75% of launch-year forecast revenue) that we had previously 
identified as optimal for a successful launch (Fig. 1). Majority 
of biopharma executives are not even spending at the 50% 
threshold in L-3 or L-2.

Figure 1. SG&A spend expectations by role, as a percentage of Year 1 forecasted revenue
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At L-3, a greater proportion (+74%) of finance and advisory 
professionals expect higher levels of spend, compared to 
biopharma executives, at the 50%+ spend threshold. At the  
75%+ spend threshold (which we have identified as optimal  
for a successful launch), this difference increases by +91%.  



However, company executives are more conservative in their 
spend expectations than are financial/advisory professionals.  
This is true for each year except for L-1, at which time spending 
expectations for the two groups are generally aligned. Specifically:

• Three years prior to launch, a little more than one-third 
(38%) of the biopharmaceutical executives expect to 
spend greater than 50% of projected launch-year 
revenues, compared to more than two-thirds  
(68%) of finance and advisory professionals— 
a 30% gap between the two groups

• Two years prior to launch, slightly more 
biopharmaceutical executives (49%) expect SG&A spend 
at the greater than 50% level, compared to three years 
prior to launch. The finance and advisory professionals 
spend at L-2 stays roughly the same (67%), which 
reduces the gap slightly between the two groups 
(compared to L-3) but still remains significant—in this 
case, 18%

This difference may be due to an inclination on the part of 
biopharmaceutical executives to hedge development risk  
by tying spending to expected development and financial 

milestones, such as clinical program progression, fundraising 
and partnering agreements and regulatory filing acceptance/
approval. Stage-gating is an industrywide practice, and a high 
proportion of biopharmaceutical executives in our survey  
(78%) indicated they have delayed launch spend due  
to a stage-gating strategy. However, it can be challenging to 
“catch up” in spending after milestones are met, potentially 
resulting in an inefficient use of resources and a shorter 
planning window available around launch. The runway from 
investment to approval might be as short as six months, 
leaving little time to sufficiently lay the groundwork and 
prepare the market for product entry and market access, 
especially for more innovative or potentially practice-
changing therapies.

Executives may have low pre-launch spend expectations for 
other reasons, too—for example, if they perceive there will 
be difficulty making the business case for investment; if they 
experience challenges in their ability in demonstrate cash 
management abilities to the company’s board and investors; 
or if they have other priorities given their assessment of 
product potential or its place in their overall corporate strategy. 
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Company executives are more conservative  
in their spend expectations than are  
financial/advisory professionals.  
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MORE LAUNCH EXPERIENCE ASSOCIATED WITH HIGHER  
SPEND EXPECTATIONS

We also assessed to what degree biopharmaceutical executives’ pre-launch spend expectations might be influenced by their 
previous launch experience. We found those who had launched at least three products are not only willing to spend more  
each year pre-launch than their less experienced counterparts, but also tend to invest more appropriately (Fig. 2). Specifically: 

Executives with experience launching 
just one product do not expect to 
spend enough to meet the >75% 
threshold in L-3 and L-2 prior to launch; 
just 6% of them expect to spend 
sufficiently in L-1.

Executives with two launch experiences 
expect to spend more, but less than still 
is optimal because, with few exceptions 
(just 3%), they are not starting to spend 
sufficiently until L-2.

Executives with three launch 
experiences expect to spend more 
optimally by doing so earlier in L-3  
as they begin engaging with and 
preparing the market, and they 
continue to invest through L-2 and L-1. 

1 Launch Experience 2 Launch Experiences 3+ Launch Experiences

Figure 2.  SG&A spend expectations by launch experience, as a percentage of Year 1 forecast
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Executives with fewer than three previous launch experiences 
expect increased spending in L-2 and L-1—most likely for 
market-shaping activities, the deployment of field-facing teams 
such as MSLs, account managers and sales representatives, as 
well as for increased marketing/advertising and general SG&A 
needs. However, executives with more launch experience (3+) 
better understand the challenges of catching up on spend if 
sufficient investment has not been made from the beginning, 
which is evidenced by the more balanced spend approach  
(Fig. 3).

IN RETROSPECT

When we asked a subset of the biopharmaceutical executives what they would do differently with their SG&A spend  
if they could redo their launches, we found a significant difference in level of spend at all three years leading up to launch 
compared to actual spend (Fig. 3).

Overall, we saw an absolute increase of 6%, 11% and 16% in years L-3, L-2 and L-1, respectively, of respondents who would 
spend over 75% of Year 1 forecast if they could redo the launch. We are still seeing the general trend of pushing out spend closer 
to launch, but the data shows that many biopharmaceutical executives do feel they missed out on market-shaping 
opportunities leading up to launch. This also supports the data that shows that executives who have launched multiple 
products are more likely to spend more for launches.
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Figure 3. If you could launch the product again

As launch approaches, it 
becomes increasingly difficult  
to catch up on spend if sufficient 
investment has not already been 
made from the beginning.  
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KEY DRIVERS OF SPEND SHIFT AS PRODUCT NEARS LAUNCH

We took a closer look at the key factors that drive spend in the years prior to launch and found that biopharmaceutical 
executives identify developing an in-depth understanding of the product potential as the key driver for spend. This is followed  
by developmental risk in L-3 and L-2, as companies are waiting for positive signals from the product’s clinical trials (Fig. 4).  
This may indicate that executives are not sure where they need to spend or may be underestimating the effort required to  
be successful in the market. In our experience, this is often because they have not made critical investments at earlier stages  
to thoroughly analyze product potential—e.g., by conducting primary and secondary market research, purchasing market data, 
gaining customer perspectives, and anticipating future changes in the competitive and reimbursement landscape. 

Figure 4.   SG&A spend drivers over time
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CLEARLY DEFINE THE OPPORTUNITY AND CRITICAL 
SUCCESS FACTORS

This is critical, and yet companies often lack the robust insights required to build a strong 
business case to use with investors. To address this, companies should look to gain a firm 
understanding of the market by conducting a scenario-based opportunity assessment, 
conducting it early and updating it as conditions change. This is critical to understanding the 
conditions at launch and key drivers for product utilization, and for determining where the 
unmet needs are and where to optimally invest. Developing a comprehensive business case 
for investors is the key first step necessary in order to guide appropriate spend.

ALIGN LAUNCH INVESTMENT WITH CORPORATE STRATEGY 
AND PRODUCT POTENTIAL, EARLIER IN THE PROCESS

Have a good sense of market dynamics and product potential in order to make targeted 
investments to pull forward the strategy. Certain market-shaping activities require a longer 
runway, and the efforts and investment can pay dividends at launch.

REASSESS PRE-LAUNCH INVESTMENTS OVER TIME

Be prepared to challenge assumptions about what spending levels should be at key clinical, 
regulatory and financial milestones, backed by comprehensive market analysis and launch 
expertise. Do not let past challenging experiences with not getting desired level of funding 
influence current expectations. Rather, evaluate each business case on its own merits, 
especially given survey results showing that financial and advisory services professionals 
expect higher levels of spend early on. 

$

$

$
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COURSE-CORRECTING FOR 
OPTIMAL PRE-LAUNCH 
INVESTMENT
Our research suggests that it is wise to challenge assumptions and reset expectations when it comes to pre-launch 
SG&A investment, both with regard to the timing of certain activities and levels of investment needed to increase 
the odds of commercial success. Strategies include:



EXPLORE SMART PARTNERSHIPS

Teaming up with other organizations can help secure additional funding while offsetting  
any perceived development risks, and also supports the sharing of critical knowledge and 
resources. This could include partnerships with other companies in similar therapeutic areas 
with common interests. An example would be to partner with another company to conduct 
clinical trials with complementary products to demonstrate an increased efficacy profile  
of combination treatment compared to each product separately. A partner can offer 
valuable know-how and experience in bringing a product to market, and provide a measure 
of validity and credibility needed to boost investor confidence.

SURROUND YOURSELF WITH LAUNCH EXPERIENCE  
AND EXPERTISE

Build a team that is experienced in the market and has launch experience in a similar 
therapeutic area. Look outside the company for third-party perspectives and partners who 
can bring in best practices and case studies from other launches in order to avoid costly 
missteps early on.

 INVEST MORE RESOURCES UPFRONT IN BREAKING  
DOWN SILOS AND INTEGRATING STRATEGIC PLANNING 
ACROSS FUNCTIONS

Companies initially plan for launch in silos; however, the quicker they can transition to  
an integrated plan the more successful they will be. Plan to integrate strategic imperatives 
across the various functions and key stakeholders in the market. Clearly identify how each 
activity can be mapped back to the strategic imperatives and outline the level of resourcing 
required to successfully complete those activities.

DEFINE THE IMPACT OF DELAYING SPEND

It is critical to clarify the strategic choices the organization is making in delaying spend and 
what tradeoffs are taking place as a result. This will help identify priority areas for investment, 
and create transparency if the product does not capture full value.

SCHEDULE FORMAL CHECK-INS WITH YOUR EXECUTIVE 
TEAM AND BOARD

Having formal check-ins to review the spending strategy can help identify potential reasons 
for deviation, such as changes in the competitive and market access landscape or new 
market research insights, and support investment to take corrective action.
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Risk is inherent to the business of drug discovery, and clinical-
stage companies launching their first product have an acute 
awareness of this fact. This, in part, helps explain why many 
companies either underfund launches while hedging bets  
on their product’s potential, or attempt to play catch-up too 
late in the game and end up incurring unnecessary costs that 
add little incremental value. Keeping the above strategies  
in mind—which will involve thoughtfully challenging a few 
assumptions about pre-launch SG&A spend along the way—
can help emerging, clinical-stage companies spend more 
appropriately and strategically, thus increasing their potential 
for launch success.
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ABOUT THE SYNEOS HEALTH INSIGHTS HUB

The Syneos Health Insights Hub generates future-focused, actionable insights to help biopharmaceutical companies 

better execute and succeed in a constantly evolving environment. Driven by dynamic research, our perspectives are 

informed by our insights-driven product development model and focused on real answers to customer challenges  

to help guide decision making and investment.

ABOUT SYNEOS HEALTH

Syneos Health® (Nasdaq:SYNH) is the only fully integrated biopharmaceutical solutions organization. The Company, 

including a Contract Research Organization (CRO) and Contract Commercial Organization (CCO), is purpose-built to 

accelerate customer performance to address modern market realities. Learn more about how we are Shortening 
the distance from lab to life® at syneoshealth.com.

© 2020 Syneos Health®. All rights reserved.
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