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THIS REPORT IS the fifth in our series on the 
role of AI technologies in accelerating and 
driving biopharmaceutical (biopharma) com-

panies’ digital transformation across the value 
chain.1 All reports acknowledge that the explosion 
of data in today’s digital economy is driving the 
adoption of advanced technologies, such as AI. The 
insights highlighted in this report on biopharma’s 
launch and commercial activities are based on our 
research, including comprehensive literature 
reviews, interviews with colleagues collaborating 
globally with clients on drug launches and commer-
cialisation strategies and evidence from other 
relevant Deloitte research reports. This report also 
reflects on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on launch and commercial activities in 2020.

As in any industry focused on meeting market 
needs, biopharma has to plan and execute winning 
launch and commercial strategies, including 
optimising marketing, pricing, regulatory, com-
pliance and sales approaches (figure 1). Today, 
biopharma companies are experiencing increasing 
costs of drug research and development (R&D), 
growing competition and a reduction in average 
peak sales; consequently, the right drug launch 
and commercial strategies have become more 
important than ever. To optimise returns, compa-
nies need to target and engage effectively with all 
stakeholders (figure 2) matching different chan-
nels to the preferences of different stakeholders 
over the development and launch timeline.

Why launch and commercial 
activities need to change

In the biopharma value chain, launch and commercialisation enable patients 
to get access to new therapies. However, challenges to access have increased, 
including escalating costs of drug development, growing competition, mount-
ing pressure to reduce time-to-market, new models of care and ability to pay 
for new, innovative medicines. This report focuses on biopharma commercial 
operations and the role of digital transformation. Specifically, how companies 
can use artificial intelligence (AI) to get the right drugs to the right patients and 
improve launch and sales performance, while gaining a competitive edge.
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Note: Multiple applications relating to a single new molecular/biologic entity are only counted once.
Source: FDA.

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Number of drugs approved

FIGURE 3

Annual numbers of new molecular entities (NMEs) and biologics license applications 
(BLAs) approved by the FDA’s Center for Drug Evaluation and Research (CDER) 
since 1993
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How AI technologies 
can improve launch 
and commercial

The data landscape is evolving quickly. Today, biopharma companies have 
access to an abundance of data from multiple internal and external sources. 
AI technologies will enable companies to realise the power of data, particularly 
real-world data (RWD), to significantly improve their launch and commercial 
performance, managing tailored engagements with different stakeholders and 
delivering added value that meets their needs more effectively.

THE BIOPHARMA INDUSTRY wants to meet 
the needs of patients with new and better 
medicines, while returning profit to investors 

who have taken a risk in investing in what is often a 
lengthy product development cycle. In addition, 
current market conditions are becoming more  
challenging, and traditional product launch  
strategies are increasingly unlikely to achieve the 
predicted results. To stay competitive, biopharma 
companies have to break free from inflexible and 
siloed data management systems and tap into the 
opportunities offered by AI to unlock the value of 
data and deliver crucial business insights.47 By 
embedding AI capabilities into core business  
functions, companies can use previously unexplored 
data sources and optimise marketing strategies. 
This will greatly improve launch and commercial 
operations – particularly where traditional methods 
have failed. 

All pharma-relevant data, both externally and 
internally sourced, can be accessed and used more 
effectively using bespoke AI algorithms, which are 
markedly more advanced than statistical methods 
used in more traditional analytics. Tools, such as 
machine learning (ML), deep learning (DL) and 
natural language processing (NLP), can mine and 
analyse data in real time to uncover nonlinear, 
complex interactions in the data and recognise 
patterns that would otherwise be missed. By 
effectively implementing these AI technologies, 
companies can gain access to comprehensive 
real-world results and obtain valuable strategic 
insights to support key decision-making (figure 5).

WHAT IS AI?
AI refers to any computer programme or 
system that does something we would think 
of as intelligent in humans. AI technologies 
extract concepts and relationships from 
data and learn independently from data 
patterns, augmenting what humans can 
do. These technologies include computer 
vision, deep learning (DL), machine learning 
(ML), natural language processing (NLP), 
robotics, speech, supervised learning and 
unsupervised learning.48

Market conditions are 
becoming more challenging, 
and traditional product 
launch strategies are 
increasingly unlikely to 
achieve the predicted results.

How AI technologies can improve 
launch and commercial
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Embracing a digital 
commercialisation culture 

AI-enabled technologies are fast becoming a 
‘must have’ for biopharma companies given their 
potential to improve efficiencies and tackle current 
commercial operational challenges. Marketing 
and sales have lagged other parts of the pharma 
value chain in terms of digitalisation and in the 
use of AI. However, over the past year, driven 
largely by the COVID-19 pandemic, companies 
have accelerated their digital transformation 
of launch and commercial activities, as virtual 
engagement became the default position. 

In parallel, the pandemic has accelerated health 
care organisations’ digital transformation with most 
HCPs pivoting to virtual patient consultations. The 
reluctance of clinicians and patients to adopt digital 
technologies and change their ways of working was 
overcome in a matter of weeks, and since then, a 
digital-first mindset has taken hold.97 The change 
in culture and acknowledgement of the value of 
digital engagement have paved the way for alter-
native ways of HCPs and patients engaging with 
pharma; providing an ideal opportunity to optimise 
the benefits of their own digital transformation.

Moreover, biopharma companies are no longer 
the sole gatekeepers or providers of informa-
tion surrounding drug treatments or products. 
Today, burgeoning web content, mobile apps 
and online communities provide people with 
access to a range of pharma-based insights. AI 
technologies can help create the perfect mix 
of value-driven content, emotive messaging, 
eye-grabbing visuals and social media posts. 

By creating targeted, value-driven, branded content 
that offers current and prospective patients insights 
into relevant information, companies can grow their 
customer base. By improving transparency and 
providing answers to common patient pain points 
in an inspiring and engaging way and helping 
to improve patients digital and health literacy, 
companies can also foster trust and position 
themselves as a crucial part of a more collaborative 
health ecosystem.98 Biopharma leaders should 
create a culture that promotes innovation with a 
focus on operational excellence while having a clear 
view of what they can anticipate from investments 
in data, AI and other advanced technologies. 

An AI-powered future for 
launch and commercial

As the biopharma industry grows in complexity, companies need to capitalise 
on widely available data and advanced analytical technologies to successfully 
launch new products and maximise their commercial value. Indeed, the com-
prehensive implementation of a robust, AI-enabled commercial strategy will be 
a vital part of a pharma company’s armoury.
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