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PHARMA LAUNCHES WITH 
A SpaceX PHILOSOPHY:  

How an Innovative Contract 
Commercialization Approach  
Can Yield Quantifiable Launch  
Cost Savings

eversana.com

Whether launching a payload to the International 
Space Station or launching a new pharmaceutical 
product, significant cost avoidance can be 
achieved by utilizing innovative processes. This 
article examines 10 real-world examples of 
pharmaceutical launches in order to quantify the 
overspend that could have been avoided with 
the reusable infrastructure and resources of an 
outsourced contract commercialization model.
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In thinking about the economics around the launch of 
pharmaceutical products, it is useful to compare the 
situation to another area that has seen its economics 
evolve in recent years: space travel. 

For decades, the only reusable space vehicle was NASA’s 
space shuttle. When the space shuttle was in operation, 
it could launch a payload of 27,500 kilograms for $1.5 
billion, or $54,500 per kilogram. Between 1970 and 2000, 
the cost to launch a kilogram to space was reduced but 
then remained fairly stagnant, at an average of $18,500 
per kilogram. Eventually, the space shuttle program was 
brought to an end, deemed too expensive, complex 
and unsafe. Now, Elon Musk’s SpaceX has been making 
strides in perfecting reusable rockets, which Musk 
believes will ultimately reduce the cost of access to space 
by as much as a factor of a hundred.1 For the SpaceX 
Falcon 9, the rocket used to access the International 
Space Station, the cost to launch a payload is just $2,720 
per kilogram.2

What does the turn toward reusable rockets have to do 
with pharmaceutical commercialization? Much like the 
cost savings reusable rockets could bring to the future of 
space travel, reusable infrastructure and resources can 
streamline and accelerate the launch of pharmaceutical 
products, reducing costs significantly while enabling 
rapid cycles of innovation that change the launch 
landscape.

The solution is to apply to product commercialization 
the same principles that the pharma industry has already 
applied to research and manufacturing. By outsourcing a 
product’s trial phase to a contract research organization, 
the industry has realized major efficiencies by trusting the 
work to an organization with a pre-existing infrastructure 
that can be scaled up and down on an as-needed 
basis. By partnering with a fully integrated contract 
commercialization provider, manufacturers can realize the 
same benefits in resource efficiency and innovation when 
taking a product through the product lifecycle.

In this white paper, we are focusing on the efficiency of 
enabling new models for life sciences commercialization 
and how companies that embrace new, renewable 
infrastructure models can recognize significant resource 
and cost benefit. In a paper to follow, we will focus on 
an equally critical outcome of this approach: driving real 
innovation and operational acumen into life sciences 
launches of all kinds.

The Cost of Launch

Launches are the lifeblood of the industry, but they are 
expensive and risky. Average R&D cost to develop a 
pharmaceutical compound from discovery to launch is 
now about $1.3 billion.3 Additionally, manufacturers will 
spend approximately $200 million of commercialization 
costs over three years leading up to launch, yet 66% 
of drugs do not meet launch expectations. Both 
experienced and first-time launchers have to invest 
significantly in preparing for launch, with first-time 
launchers incurring additional investments to build up the 
infrastructure.

COST DRIVERS FOR EXPERIENCED AND FIRST-TIME 
LAUNCHERS

For experienced companies with multiple launches under 
their belts as well as for first-time launchers, numerous 
cost drivers are at play. First is the necessity to hire or 
build a commercial team two to three years in advance of 
launch, resulting in organizations investing significantly 
early and not being able to utilize the team efficiently. 

The second cost driver is the application of outdated 
launch preparation models meant for blockbusters in an 
age when blockbusters no longer exist.

The third cost driver is what some might call RFP hell—
where individual functions spend significant effort and 
time in issuing RFPs, selecting vendors for hundreds 
of projects, and undertaking project management 
for 50+ vendors across a wide range of activities and 
coordinating their efforts to function together seamlessly.

The fourth cost driver comes about when building a 
new organization, as disruption is caused by teams 
bringing their legacy cultures and processes to the new 
organization.
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FIRST 
LAUNCHED: 
1976
PRICE: 
$1.5 billion
COST PER KG: 
$54,500

NASA Space Shuttle SpaceX Falcon 9

FIRST 
LAUNCHED: 
2020
PRICE: 
$62 million
COST PER KG: 
$2,720
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ADDITIONAL COST DRIVERS FOR FIRST-TIME 
LAUNCHERS

For first-time launchers, many additional cost drivers 
are at play. These include the support cost drivers of 
hiring shared service teams and building and maintaining 
infrastructure and systems for the first time, including IT, 
HR, finance, legal/compliance, corporate communications, 
investor relations and pharmacovigilance. Then there are 
the core commercial cost drivers of hiring an executive 
and management team, including recruiting costs and 
time and the challenges of getting the team to work 
together and be productive quickly.

Another potential cost driver for first-time launchers 
is the potential equity dilution through offering stock 
compensation to attract high-potential individuals.

Finally, after all of these investments, risks to the launch 
abound. Drugs can fail to get approved, meaning the 
entire launch team will need to be disbanded. Complete 
Response Letters (which disproportionately impact 
smaller companies) or other delays from the FDA can 
extend the time a team is not productive. And the risk 
always exists of a product not meeting its forecast. First-
time launchers have a harder time achieving their sales 
forecasts, hitting only 63% of their expected forecast.4 
Based on our analysis, in tangible costs alone, a typical 
launch will require companies to invest more than $200 

million over three years. 

Reducing Overspend Through Innovative 
Models

Significant cost avoidance can be realized by adopting 
an outsourced, innovative commercial model and taking 
advantage of efficiencies in terms of both people and 
activities to mitigate the major cost drivers surrounding a 
product launch.

Under the outsourced model, the manufacturer does 
not need to hire a large commercial team two years in 
advance of launch. Instead, outsourcing allows for “just-
in-time” hiring. And instead of hiring 30-50 commercial 
team members, a manufacturer would need only three 
to five full-time commercial team members to perform 
some core strategic functions, with the rest of the staff 
comprising the contract commercialization organization. 
The manufacturer would also see savings through 

improved utilization of resources, with no downtime from 
100% billable resources.

In terms of activities, under the outsourced model, the 
manufacturer does not need to project manage a dozen 
or more vendors and struggle to stitch together their 
disparate work and competing priorities and timelines. 
Instead, all of the services would be handled by one 
integrated organization.

Modeling SG&A Costs vs. Outsourcing

Through analysis of some real-world examples, it is 
possible to quantify the cost avoidance that can be 
realized through adopting an outsourced commercial 
model. We examined a field of 75 companies with 
launches completed between 2014 and 2020, boiling 
the field down to 10 launches for which we could 1) 
reasonably estimate commercial cost per year to launch 
the product and 2) run our own integrated contract 
commercial plan model against it. The launches include a 
broad range of product types, as detailed in Table A.
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Table A
Product Type

Company 1 First treatment for ultra-rare genetic disease

Company 2 Targeted therapy for mutations in rare genetic 
neuromuscular disease

Company 3 First treatment for refractory respiratory tract 
infections

Company 4 First-in-class oncology supportive care

Company 5 Prognostic assay for major oncology indication

Company 6 Innovative diagnostic for infections

Company 7 Irrigating solution in ophthalmology

Company 8 Preventive therapy for osteoporosis

Company 9 Innovative formulation for chronic 
osteoarthritis pain

Company 10 Symptom-relieving treatment for respiratory
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As shown in Figure A, across the 10 launches, we estimated the average total cost for a manufacturer to commercially 
launch a new drug on its own to be $345.6 million. Meanwhile, the total commercial launch costs in an outsourced 
commercial model average $267.4 million, or 23% less than the fully in-house launch model.

Figure A: Average total cost to commercially launch a new drug

Year over year throughout the duration of the launch, estimated costs of the outsourced model remain consistently 
below that of an in-house launch, as shown in Figure B.

Figure B: Launch costs two years prior to launch through five years post-launch

Though the potential costs that can be avoided using the outsourced model differ depending on the nature of the 
launch product, the in-house approach is consistently more expensive in each of the scenarios we analyzed. Cost 
differences ranged from 13% to as much as 27%, as shown in Figure C.
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Across 10 drug launches, the average 
cost to commercially launch a drug via 
an outsourced model is 23% less than 
a fully in-house launch model.
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Figure C: Total cost to launch in the outsourced model versus an in-house launch, by company

Cost Savings Case Studies

To drill down further on the specific areas in which the outsourced model can help manufacturers avoid overspend, 
consider the following case studies.

CASE STUDY NO. 1

As outlined in Figure D, over the first three years of its product launch, Company X had launch costs (via an in-house 
approach) of $134.2 million across the areas of commercial operations, marketing, medical affairs, sales, US market 
access and supply chain. Support functions such as corporate communications, finance, and IT added more than 

$117.9 million to the tally, for a total program cost of 
$252.2 million.

Based on our analysis, Company X could have 
avoided overspend of approximately 15% related 
to direct commercial support functions if it had 
adopted an outsourced commercial model, as 
shown in Figure E.

Overspend could be avoided by using the single-
vendor outsourced model to mitigate three of the 
major cost drivers. First, recruiting and training 
costs resulted in a 20% to 30% inefficiency during 
the first year a new employee is hired, beginning 
with the expenses to recruit, hire and pay sign-on 
bonuses. Inefficiency continues after hiring when 
an employee is onboarded and trained, taking 
several months to generate high-level contribution 
compared to a outsourced team that is pre-trained 
and ready to contribute at a high level from day 
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$ in millions

Commercial Launch -2 Launch -1 Launch Total
Sales $1.7 $3.4 $27.6 $32.7
Marketing $2.5 $6.6 $17.1 $26.2
Medical Affairs $12.0 $4.6 $4.6 $21.2
Market Access $4.5 $9.4 $9.7 $23.7
Commercial Operations $7.1 $8.1 $2.0 $17.2
Supply Chain & Distribution $9.1 $3.1 $1.0 $13.2

Commercial Costs $37.0 $35.2 $62.0 $134.2

Support Functions
Finance $10.8 $12.5 $4.6 $27.8
Human Resources $5.6 $5.0 $5.3 $16.0
Information Technology $4.3 $5.9 $4.6 $14.9
Compliance $6.7 $10.4 $9.3 $26.4
Patient Advocacy $1.0 $1.0 $1.1 $3.1
Quality $14.6 $8.0 $2.0 $24.6
Corporate Communications $1.6 $2.5 $1.2 $5.2

Support Functions Cost $44.6 $45.3 $28.1 $117.9

Total Launch Costs $81.7 $80.4 $90.1 $252.2
*Launch -2 translates to 2 years prior to commercial launch

Launch Costs
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$ in millions

Commercial Launch -2 Launch -1 Launch Total
Sales $1.7 $3.4 $27.6 $32.7
Marketing $2.5 $6.6 $17.1 $26.2
Medical Affairs $12.0 $4.6 $4.6 $21.2
Market Access $4.5 $9.4 $9.7 $23.7
Commercial Operations $7.1 $8.1 $2.0 $17.2
Supply Chain & Distribution $9.1 $3.1 $1.0 $13.2

Commercial Costs $37.0 $35.2 $62.0 $134.2

Launch Costs

Figure E: Core commercial cost avoidance of an outsourced commercial model

Figure D: Commercial operations expenditures for Company X
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one. Second, Company X utilized a larger staff than required in a single-vendor outsourced model. Third, employee 
downtime, PTO/leave and time spent managing multiple vendors or on administrative work resulted in additional 
inefficiencies.

Figure F: Support function cost avoidance of an outsourced commercial model

As shown in Figure F, if support functions had been outsourced, 22% of costs could have been avoided in cost 
drivers not directly related to commercialization. First, shared service headcount could have resulted in 15% to 40% 
reduction in overspend across roles supported by an outsourced commercial model partner, with savings varying 
by functional area. Second, leveraging the contract commercialization vendor’s pre-built infrastructure would have 
avoided costs related to overhead and infrastructure (e.g., computers, facilities, IT systems, travel) while lowering 
costs by having a smaller employee base.

All together, an outsourced commercial model reduces nearly 20% of overspend from reduced headcount, higher 
efficiency and less spend on infrastructure. Reduction of overspend does not factor in additional value from less 
dilution via stock options and equity grants to employees.

CASE STUDY NO. 2

Leveraging similar assumptions to Case Study No. 1 yields 13% core commercial cost avoidance in Case Study No. 
2, as shown in Figure G.

Figure G: Core commercial costs to support launch vs. core commercial savings potential

In this example, speed to launch could yield incremental value. The analysis in Case Study No. 2 includes $40 
million of commercial spend in the three years leading up to launch, but EVERSANA has successfully launched 
multiple products with less than a year’s lead time and lower spend, creating significant economic value to the 
partner organization. Delaying commercial spend creates significant direct cost savings while also reducing financial 
exposure in the event of a product delay.
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$ in millions

Support Functions Launch -2 Launch -1 Launch Total
Finance $10.8 $12.5 $4.6 $27.8
Human Resources $5.6 $5.0 $5.3 $16.0
Information Technology $4.3 $5.9 $4.6 $14.9
Compliance $6.7 $10.4 $9.3 $26.4
Patient Advocacy $1.0 $1.0 $1.1 $3.1
Quality $14.6 $8.0 $2.0 $24.6
Corporate Communications $1.6 $2.5 $1.2 $5.2

Support Functions Cost $44.6 $45.3 $28.1 $117.9

Launch Costs
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$ in millions

Launch -3 Launch -2 Launch -1 Launch Launch +1 Total
Recruiting & Training $0.4 $0.9 $0.6 $0.4 $0.1 $2.5
Headcount $0.0 $1.2 $2.6 $3.2 $3.3 $10.1
Utilization & Activities $0.4 $0.2 $1.4 $1.5 $3.3 $6.9

Commercial Cost Avoidance $0.8 $2.3 $4.6 $5.1 $6.7 $19.6
% Savings 15% 38% 16% 11% 10% 13%

Core Commercial Cost Avoidance

$ in millions

Headcount Cost Launch -3 Launch -2 Launch -1 Launch Launch +1 Total
Sales $0.0 $0.5 $7.5 $20.5 $21.5 $50.0
Marketing $0.5 $1.1 $1.5 $1.6 $1.7 $6.4
Market Access $0.0 $0.4 $1.8 $3.1 $3.3 $8.6
Medical Affairs $0.7 $1.2 $1.5 $1.8 $1.9 $7.1
Regulatory $0.1 $0.4 $0.5 $0.6 $0.6 $2.2

Commercial Headcount $1.3 $3.6 $12.9 $27.5 $28.9 $74.2
Activity Cost

Sales $0.1 $0.3 $1.5 $3.4 $2.6 $7.8
Marketing $1.0 $0.5 $8.0 $12.0 $32.0 $53.5
Market Access $0.6 $0.0 $0.2 $1.0 $0.0 $1.8
Medical Affairs $0.4 $0.4 $1.6 $1.3 $0.0 $3.7
Regulatory $0.5 $0.5 $4.4 $1.0 $1.0 $7.4
Other Costs $1.4 $0.9 $0.0 $0.0 $0.0 $2.3

Commercial Activities $3.9 $2.7 $15.7 $18.7 $35.5 $76.5

Total Commercial Costs $5.2 $6.2 $28.6 $46.2 $64.4 $150.7

Launch Costs
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CASE STUDY NO. 3

In Case Study No. 3, total launch cost avoidance of $15.9 million (or 22%) could have been realized by Company Y if 
it had utilized an outsourced commercial model to mitigate cost drivers, as shown in Figure H.

Figure H: Commercial and support function costs and cost avoidance

Commercial headcount cost avoidance of $6.3 million includes $1.2 million related to field sales and market access, 
with the 131-employee team largely transitioned to the contract commercialization partner, thus generating savings 
on leadership redundancies. An additional $5 million could be saved across non-sales positions, as the staff of 33 
employees could be reduced to 9 because Company Y would require only a small internal team when outsourcing 
key functions to the single-vendor commercialization partner.

Commercial activities contribute an additional $2.9 million of cost avoidance. With a scaled offering and in-house 
data assets, the contract commercialization partner can save Company Y $1.7 million in data and analytics costs 
in addition to $1.2 million from efficiencies related to employee downtime, PTO/leave and time spent managing 
multiple vendors.

Support function cost avoidance contributes another $6.8 million (or 41%), as a 26-employee team could be 
reduced to 14. All roles removed would be back-office or support roles, as Company Y can leverage the single-
vendor commercialization company’s pre-built infrastructure while experiencing lower overhead costs from having 
a smaller employee base.

How It’s Done

The possibility of creating cost efficiency and value creation while ensuring launch excellence, detailed in the 
examples above, comes about as a result of five key benefits of an integrated, complete commercialization model: 
agility and action, product and patient visibility, single-team operations, aligned objectives, and investments and 
cost structure.

AGILITY AND ACTION

With a single internalized structure rather than a fragmented set of bureaucracies, the contract commercialization 
model allows for real-time decisions and actions through integrated leadership and operations. Post-launch 
strategies can be improved or adapted based on market dynamics, quickly implementing and activating change 
management for swift action. Costs are avoided by removing the lost productivity and wasteful spending that 
results from trying to steer multiple vendors.
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$ in millions

Headcount Activity Total
Commercial Cost Avoidance $6.3 $2.9 $9.2
Support Function Cost Avoidance $3.4 $3.4 $6.8

Total Cost Avoidance $9.7 $6.3 $15.9
Total Savings 27% 18% 22%
Commercial Savings 22% 11% 17%
Support Savings 44% 38% 41%

Total Launch Cost Avoidance

$ in millions Headcount
Commercial Headcount Activity Total Cost Number

Sales $18.0 $10.1 $28.1 120
Market Access $3.1 $0.6 $3.7 11
Marketing $2.6 $10.0 $12.6 7
Data & Analytics $1.8 $3.3 $5.1 12
Compliance $1.3 $0.3 $1.6 4
Med Info / Pharmacovigilance $0.1 $1.0 $1.1 4
Distribution $0.4 $0.3 $0.7 2
Training $0.4 $0.5 $0.9 2
Strategy $0.4 $0.4 $0.8 1
Chief Commercial Officer $0.4 $0.2 $0.6 1

Commercial Costs $28.5 $26.7 $55.2 164            
Support Functions

Finance $3.2 $3.8 $7.0 13
Legal $1.6 $1.4 $3.0 4
Information Technology $0.2 $1.5 $1.7 1
Corporate Affairs $0.8 $1.5 $2.3 2
Human Resources $1.0 $0.2 $1.2 4
CEO & Admin $0.9 $0.5 $1.4 2

Support Function Costs $7.7 $8.9 $16.6 26              

Total Launch Costs $36.1 $35.6 $71.7 190            
% in Support Functions 21% 25% 23% 14%

Launch Costs (Launch Year)
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PRODUCT AND PATIENT VISIBILITY

Insights from Patient Services, Field Solutions, 
Channel, and Data and Analytics provide visibility 
into products and patients in order to optimize core 
metrics: onboarding, adherence and abandonment. 
Visibility into the product and patient journeys helps 
to predict and course correct, mitigating any pitfalls 
in each domain and driving incremental innovation. 
Visibility is not just efficient; it is essential in the 
rapidly evolving commercialization landscape.

SINGLE TEAM OPERATIONS

Unlike traditional siloed models, in the complete 
commercialization model, teams exist under one 
roof and are organized based on the critical success 
factors of the launch vs. their own vendor-oriented 
business area (e.g., patient services, agency). Launch 
and in-market teams work together to eliminate 
operational silos and gridlock. A fully dedicated, 
complete commercialization leadership team brings 
a unified mindset to streamline operations, and 
acting as a partner to the manufacturer, the chief 
commercial officer of the contract commercial 
organization is empowered to manage all facets 
of the P&L. Consider the impact of taking the best 
agility of single-asset organizations and applying 
that dedication to commercial decision-making in 
real time, in large or emerging pharma. Leveraging 
that kind of focused, aligned incentive is essential for 
success.

ALIGNED OBJECTIVES

Shared incentives drive optimal shared success, 
and accountability is demanded at all layers of the 
operating model. Flexible models that demonstrate 
our confidence in the partnership and the brand, 
with aligned incentives in the shape of performance 
achievement or even deferred cost at the end. 

INVESTMENTS AND COST STRUCTURE 

The contract commercialization model offers ready-
to-deploy investments in global infrastructure and 
data and analytics. Significant investment in digital 
innovation and data partnerships creates “data-
driven” SOPs and playbooks.

Concluding Thoughts

Today’s economics simply do not support building 
launch capabilities from scratch for every occasion, 
only to dismantle that infrastructure until the next 
need arrives. In an era of specialty and rare-disease 
products, wasteful launch spending cannot be 
tolerated. Blockbuster, billion-dollar returns are no 
longer available to shore up expensive launch-team 
builds.

Instead of building from scratch, having an advanced 
commercialization services platform that can be 
adapted for varying market needs is the key to 
success. EVERSANA can take a process-driven 
approach to provide a high-performance, complete 
commercialization infrastructure while affording 
the same cost savings and efficiencies the pharma 
industry has already enjoyed when it comes to 
outsourcing research and manufacturing duties.

Eventually, modernization comes to every sector, 
and today EVERSANA is positioned to leverage its 
professionalized, scalable and integrated complete 
commercialization capabilities to revolutionize 
the industry’s approach to drug launches. The 
quantifiable cost avoidance that results should be 
enough to make the day of any CEO, CFO or CCO.

New Research Underway:

We will continue to explore important launch and 
commercialization topics in future white papers.

COMPLETE Confidence–Operational Agility 
and Excellence: How an agile process, constant 
optimization/resource reallocation, and leveraging of 
digital and data & analytics leads to better patient 
and product performance

The Value of Speed: How building an entire launch 
from zero to market availability in less than six 
months can represent a massive shift in value
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About EVERSANA™

EVERSANA is the leading provider of global commercialization services to the life sciences industry. The company’s integrated 
solutions are rooted in the patient experience and span all stages of the product life cycle to deliver long-term, sustainable  
value for patients, providers, channel partners and payers. The company serves more than 500 organizations, including 
innovative start-ups and established pharmaceutical companies, to advance life sciences services for a healthier world.  
To learn more about EVERSANA, visit EVERSANA.COM or connect through LinkedIn and Twitter.
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