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Commercial Operations in the

Pharmaceutical Industry
Commercial operations encompass the activities that bring pharmaceutical products to market

and drive revenue. They typically begin after regulatory approval (licensing) and include all go-

to-market efforts – from market research and marketing strategy to sales execution and

distribution exeevo.com. In practice, pharma commercial ops teams integrate data from R&D

and licensing phases. After a product is approved, marketing teams “craft compelling narratives”

while sales teams ensure it reaches healthcare providers and patients exeevo.com exeevo.com.

Combined, these efforts maximize a drug’s market presence and revenue. As one industry guide

notes, commercial ops “focus on bringing a drug … to market,” ensuring successful sales and

distribution through coordinated market research, marketing, and stakeholder engagement

exeevo.com.

Core Functions of Commercial Operations

Commercial operations include several key functional areas:

Sales and Marketing: Teams develop brand strategy and educational campaigns to promote

products to physicians, pharmacists, and patients. Commercial leaders “oversee marketing and sales

organizations to ensure revenue growth” amid competitive and regulatory challenges best-in-

class.com. For example, they evaluate staffing, field tactics, training and management factors that

can “lift or depress” commercial productivity best-in-class.com.

Market Access: Market access specialists work to secure reimbursement and pricing agreements so

patients can get medications. Success in this area is often described as “getting paid.” One analysis

observes that “in the life of a prescription drug, success hinges on market access”

pharmacytimes.com. Developing access strategies involves generating and communicating critical

data – from clinical value and pharmacoeconomics to pricing and patient utilization – to payers and

health authorities pharmacytimes.com.

Pricing and Reimbursement: Commercial teams set the product’s launch price and manage

discounts or rebates. Pricing is “a vital component of any market access strategy,” since

manufacturers must balance attractiveness to insurers with profitable returns pharmacytimes.com.

As one industry source notes, companies must “find the right balance in pricing, so that drugs are

appealing to insurers… while still remaining profitable” pharmacytimes.com.
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Forecasting and Demand Planning: Accurate forecasting is critical to match supply with demand.

Forecasting helps plan resources, manufacturing, inventory and budgets. It “plays a critical role” by

enabling companies to predict demand, manage inventory, allocate budget, and drive strategic

decisions – ensuring medicines are available “without delay” cliniminds.com. For instance, during the

COVID-19 pandemic, predictive analytics allowed Pfizer to manage vaccine demand and delivery

efficiently.

Commercial Analytics and Business Intelligence: Data analytics support all other functions.

Historically, pharma analytics have been limited to descriptive and basic predictive models done on

an ad hoc basis zs.com. For example, ZS reports that many pharma companies still rely on manual

coded analytics programs, which struggle to sift through big data for hidden patterns zs.com.

However, the field is evolving: companies are now adopting AI/ML and advanced analytics to gain a

360-degree view of customers, segment audiences, and measure marketing impact. Deloitte notes

that modern commercial operations use AI-powered CRM and real-world data to create holistic

customer profiles and engage stakeholders early deloitte.com deloitte.com. These tools enable

tailored messaging, early key-opinion-leader identification, and dynamic channel optimization, lifting

reach and efficiency.

Interdependencies with R&D, Regulatory, and Supply

Chain

Commercial operations must closely coordinate with other functions:

R&D and Regulatory: Commercial teams rely on R&D outputs and regulatory approvals. After

licensing, the product transitions to commercial ops, where teams build on R&D’s data. For example,

a post-approval marketing campaign depends on clinical trial insights to shape messaging. Both R&D

and commercial share a feedback loop: R&D provides evidence and safety data, while commercial

provides real-world experience and patient feedback that can inform future development. As one

industry overview explains, commercial strategy “relies on the rigorous data and findings from R&D

to guide \ [its] strategies” exeevo.com.

Supply Chain and Distribution: Supply chain must align with commercial forecasts and promotions.

Close collaboration ensures products are available where and when needed. EY highlights that

integrating commercial and supply chain teams “can help make products more competitive and

supply chains more efficient” ey.com. For instance, aligning demand forecasts with manufacturing

plans avoids stockouts or excess inventory. In practice, global pharma companies align launch plans

with production schedules and distribution networks. In this way, commercial operations inform and

are informed by logistics: they signal demand surges (e.g. a new market campaign) so supply can

adjust.

! https://www.ey.com/en_us/insights/strategy/the-power-of-commercial-and-supply-chain-

collaboration

Figure: A coordinated commercial and supply-chain strategy ensures timely delivery and

availability of medicines worldwide ey.com. By integrating forecasting with manufacturing,
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companies optimize capacity and respond quickly to changing demand, strengthening both

customer satisfaction and profitability.

Drug Launch Planning and Execution

Commercial ops play a pivotal role in planning and executing drug launches. Industry analyses

show that even drugs with superior clinical profiles can fail without rigorous launch execution.

Deloitte’s review of recent launches found that common pitfalls include limited payer access,

inadequate market understanding, and insufficient sales resources. For example, 50% of

underperforming launches were blamed on restricted market access, 46% on poor

understanding of customers, and 44% on low resource allocation www2.deloitte.com. In one

case study (“Product X”), a first-in-class cardiology drug with strong trial results still captured

only ~10% of expected sales. Analysts attributed the shortfall to delays in Medicare coverage

(placing the drug on a restrictive tier) and inadequate physician outreach www2.deloitte.com

www2.deloitte.com. The lesson: clinical data alone isn’t enough – companies must develop a

clear value proposition for payers, engage doctors early, and educate patients. As Deloitte

concludes, a successful launch requires a robust economic and outcomes narrative for payers

plus an impactful marketing plan to overcome inertia in physicians and patients

www2.deloitte.com. Best practices include forming integrated launch teams that align brand

strategy, access, and distribution. Studies suggest that teams empowered to coordinate across

functions can outperform siloed efforts, yielding significantly higher early uptake.

Impact of Digital Transformation and Data Analytics

Digital technologies are reshaping commercial operations. Pharma is moving from product-

centric to customer-centric models through AI, CRM platforms, and advanced analytics

deloitte.com. Companies now create 360-degree views of providers and patients by linking

internal sales data with external real-world data. Deloitte reports that firms are using AI-driven

CRMs and cloud data to “develop a deep understanding of buyer needs and behaviours” for

targeted engagement deloitte.com. For instance, predictive algorithms can personalize

promotional content to a physician’s specialty and prescribing history. In addition, analytics

automate performance tracking: rather than manual reports, teams use dashboards to monitor

uptake in real time. Early adopters are also prioritizing AI in related areas – for example,

deploying machine learning for pharmacovigilance or patient support to enhance safety and

adherence deloitte.com.

Overall, the commercial function is evolving into a tech-enabled operating unit. While traditional

analytics in pharma were limited and largely ad hoc zs.com, the infusion of AI and big data tools

promises richer insights. ZS notes that recent improvements in data integration and AI allow

pharma to go beyond descriptive stats; for example, machine learning can identify subtle usage

patterns or segment customers in ways not possible before zs.com. In the future, continued
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advances (such as generative AI) are expected to further personalize customer interactions and

optimize go-to-market strategies. Industry forecasts suggest massive growth in healthcare AI

spending – potentially reaching ~$188 billion by 2030 (a 37% CAGR) zs.com – reflecting the

scale of this transformation.

Trends in Commercialization Models

Several trends are redefining commercialization:

Specialty Medicines: The pipeline increasingly favors specialty and high-cost drugs. The specialty

pharmacy market is projected to grow ~8% annually (through 2025), adding roughly $62 billion from

new launches evernorth.com. These include advanced therapies for oncology, immunology, and rare

conditions. Managing specialty launches often requires field teams with specialized knowledge and

extensive patient support programs.

Orphan and Rare Diseases: New drug development is shifting toward rare conditions. Rare disease

approvals have accelerated: half of all orphan drug indications (since the Orphan Drug Act of 1983)

have occurred in just the last nine years evernorth.com. Commercializing these therapies often

involves close collaboration with patient advocacy groups and tailored reimbursement models, given

the small patient populations and high prices.

Biosimilars: Competition from biosimilars is impacting commercialization of biologics. The global

biosimilars market was valued at about $35 billion in 2022 and is projected to grow at ~13% CAGR

over the next decade pharmacytimes.com. As major biologics lose exclusivity, commercial teams

must prepare strategies for price competition, provider education on biosimilar safety, and

differentiating original brands.

New Modalities: Cell and gene therapies, mRNA vaccines, and other novel modalities are a growing

fraction of the pipeline. McKinsey observes that such advanced modalities have roughly doubled in

share (from ~11% to 21%) of the development pipeline – “the fastest growth ever seen” in pharma

mckinsey.com. These products often have one-time or short-duration treatments, requiring new

launch models (for example, home administration programs, specialized distribution).

These trends mean commercialization must adapt. For instance, the rise of specialty therapies

has led many companies to create dedicated specialty sales forces or digital patient support

hubs. Similarly, the advent of biosimilars is pushing commercial ops to incorporate health

economics evidence and provider incentives into launch plans. Overall, models are shifting from

mass-market selling toward segmented, value-based approaches tailored to specific therapy

areas and patient needs.

Global versus Regional Organizational Models

Pharma companies balance global scale with local execution. Historically many commercial

operations have been organized regionally. Research by Trinity Life Sciences (TGaS) found that
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the predominant model remains standalone, region-based: roughly three quarters of firms

maintain separate U.S. vs. international teams businesswire.com. Only a minority have fully

centralized the commercial function worldwide, and most centralization to date is targeted (e.g.

centralized analytics or training) rather than a complete global rollout businesswire.com.

Executives describe the journey to globalization as “a marathon, not a sprint” businesswire.com.

Regional structures allow companies to adapt to local market conditions – including country-

specific regulatory and reimbursement systems. Indeed, commercial leaders emphasize that

compliance with local laws is essential (see next section). At the same time, global coordination

on analytics and best practices is growing. For example, many companies share global CRM

platforms and centralized data teams, even if local sales forces remain separate. In short,

commercial organizations often operate in a hybrid model: strategic planning and analytics may

be centralized (driving consistency), while field execution remains tailored to each major market

businesswire.com.

Compliance and Ethical Considerations

Commercial operations must navigate strict legal and ethical frameworks. Pharmaceuticals are

highly regulated and have faced enforcement on issues like fraud and abuse. U.S. law (the Anti-

Kickback Statute) broadly prohibits paying anything of value to induce patient referrals or

drug purchases federalregister.gov. In practice, this means sales and marketing programs must

avoid any direct or indirect quid pro quo with providers. For example, speaker fees, meals, or

gifts are limited to fair-market value and must have genuine professional service. Industry codes

(such as the PhRMA Code in the U.S. or EFPIA Code in Europe) further restrict interactions with

healthcare professionals, banning lavish inducements and requiring transparency for events or

consulting arrangements.

Compliance teams typically work closely with commercial to approve promotional materials and

monitor activities. Rigorous review processes ensure that all marketing claims are consistent

with FDA/EMA-approved labeling. Commercial data (e.g. sales figures, prescribing trends) are

tracked to detect any irregularities. Moreover, transparency laws (like the U.S. Sunshine Act)

require public reporting of payments to physicians, which commercial ops must record

accurately. Overall, successful commercial strategies are built on “stringent regulatory and

compliance standards” exeevo.com. Companies invest in training and auditing so that

commercial promotions emphasize value and education – not improper incentives – maintaining

trust and avoiding penalties.

Case Studies of Commercial Strategies

Examples from industry illustrate the above points:
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Integrating Clinical Differentiation with Market Access: Deloitte recounts a launch (“Product X” in

cardiology) where superior clinical data alone did not guarantee uptake www2.deloitte.com. The

drug’s efficacy was clear, yet Medicare initially placed it on a high formulary tier and doctors were

slow to adopt it. The company eventually negotiated outcomes-based contracts and ramped up

marketing; sales improved 10-fold by year three www2.deloitte.com www2.deloitte.com. The case

highlights that even with excellent trial results, a launch can miss expectations without early payer

engagement and physician/patient education www2.deloitte.com.

Strategic Labeling and Launch: AstraZeneca’s launch of Nexium (esomeprazole) provides a

contrasting success story pharmavoice.com. Nexium, an isomer of Prilosec, was differentiated

through additional clinical studies and was launched with four approved gastrointestinal indications

instead of one pharmavoice.com. By leveraging a broader label and heavy clinical evidence, Nexium

rapidly gained market share despite being a later entrant. This multi-indication launch strategy –

combined with creative marketing – helped Nexium become a blockbuster.

Digital Engagement: Some companies have excelled by adopting digital tools. For example (not

publicly documented in detail), major firms now routinely use omnichannel marketing platforms to

coordinate rep visits, emails, and online content based on data analytics. Early case reports suggest

personalized digital campaigns (e.g. custom e-detailing for specialist doctors) can significantly boost

engagement rates.

These cases demonstrate that planning and execution are as important as the product itself.

They underline principles: align clinical value with payer strategy, educate all stakeholders, and

use data-driven tactics. By contrast, launches that neglected any one dimension – access,

physician outreach, or patient awareness – tend to falter.

Future Outlook and Challenges

The commercial landscape will continue evolving under intense pressures and new

opportunities. Industry analyses forecast several major developments through 2030. For

example, Deloitte projects that government intervention and pricing reforms will heighten net

revenue pressure, while ongoing consolidation among healthcare providers will force pharma to

adapt its go-to-market model www2.deloitte.com. Companies also expect more complexity in

access: stricter price controls, value-based contracting, and expanded use of real-world

evidence (RWE) for formulary decisions. In parallel, the commercial ecosystem is being reshaped

by technology. Pharma is entering an “unprecedented time of data-driven breakthroughs”

zs.com. Advances in genomics and AI are enabling personalized medicine and even curative

therapies. For instance, recent trials of cell therapies (e.g. for Type 1 diabetes) hint at potential

cures, suggesting future launches may involve one-time therapies with novel distribution

channels zs.com. Investment in AI/ML is accelerating: one estimate pegs healthcare AI spending

at $188 billion by 2030 zs.com, a reflection of broad adoption in analytics, customer

engagement, and medical affairs.
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Nevertheless, challenges loom. Supply chain risks and rising costs pose threats: McKinsey notes

that persistent global disruptions could jeopardize up to 25% of industry operating profit over a

decade mckinsey.com. Companies must also contend with patent cliffs and biosimilar

competition, requiring new strategies to protect revenues. Ethical and regulatory demands will

likely grow, e.g. increased scrutiny on data privacy and digital marketing practices. Finally, as

competition increases – from biotech upstarts, digital health entrants, and even tech giants

moving into healthcare – commercial teams must become ever more agile.

Looking ahead, successful commercial operations will be those that integrate data and analytics

deeply into decision-making, build cross-functional launch capabilities, and maintain high ethical

standards. Firms that leverage AI to personalize engagement, navigate global markets with

flexible models, and craft compelling value propositions for payers and patients are expected to

gain share. In sum, while the path forward is complex, the core mission remains: ensuring that

medical innovations reach the patients who need them in the most effective way.

Sources: Authoritative industry analyses and white papers (Deloitte, ZS, EY, IQVIA, etc.) were

used for data and insights exeevo.com best-in-class.com pharmacytimes.com

pharmacytimes.com cliniminds.com zs.com deloitte.com mckinsey.com evernorth.com

pharmacytimes.com businesswire.com www2.deloitte.com pharmavoice.com ey.com

federalregister.gov www2.deloitte.com zs.com. Each citation corresponds to research

supporting the point.
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DISCLAIMER

The information contained in this document is provided for educational and informational purposes only.

We make no representations or warranties of any kind, express or implied, about the completeness,

accuracy, reliability, suitability, or availability of the information contained herein.

Any reliance you place on such information is strictly at your own risk. In no event will IntuitionLabs.ai or

its representatives be liable for any loss or damage including without limitation, indirect or consequential

loss or damage, or any loss or damage whatsoever arising from the use of information presented in this

document.

This document may contain content generated with the assistance of artificial intelligence technologies.

AI-generated content may contain errors, omissions, or inaccuracies. Readers are advised to

independently verify any critical information before acting upon it.

All product names, logos, brands, trademarks, and registered trademarks mentioned in this document are

the property of their respective owners. All company, product, and service names used in this document

are for identification purposes only. Use of these names, logos, trademarks, and brands does not imply

endorsement by the respective trademark holders.

IntuitionLabs.ai is an AI software development company specializing in helping life-science companies

implement and leverage artificial intelligence solutions. Founded in 2023 by Adrien Laurent and based in

San Jose, California.

This document does not constitute professional or legal advice. For specific guidance related to your

business needs, please consult with appropriate qualified professionals.

© 2025 IntuitionLabs.ai. All rights reserved.
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