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Introduction
A historic decade of deal-making

the highest profile deals, involving the most risk

The biopharma industry is on a roll, continually

and reward for participants, and activity among

setting and subsequently breaking records across

large biopharma companies acquiring smaller

a range of measures. R&D pipelines, active clinical

players provides essential investor confidence,

trials and drug sales are at all-time highs, while the

driving smaller value deals and venture capital

past two years have been the most prolific ever at

investment.

the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA), which
has given the green light to an impressive 120 new

In this whitepaper, Pharma Intelligence dives

chemical or biological entities. The decade closed

deeply into a set of almost 600 biopharma M&A

with a first-in-class approval for an oral migraine

deals worth >$100m recorded over the last

drug, perhaps aptly so considering the dizzying

decade, seeking to explore whether the industry is

rate of progression in recent years, while Merck’s

positioned for sustained, long-term growth. M&A

new Ebola vaccine is just one example among

activity has fluctuated over the last decade, being

many remarkable clinical advances made against

punctuated by high-value megamergers, while a

burdensome diseases.

steady increase in average deal value shows the
rising value of assets in the industry. Companies

Underlying all of this progress – lubricating the

with North American and European headquarters

expensive task of converting promising science

have jockeyed for position as the leading deal-

into transformational new drugs – is access to

makers, although in recent years the US has

capital. The Tufts Center for the Study of Drug

emerged as the most active region, reflecting the

Development is often quoted in calculating that

overall geographic balance of the wider industry.

$2.6bn is needed for each new drug to reach the

In particular, the US-headquartered AbbVie and

market,1 with costs including direct spend on

Bristol-Myers Squibb together have taken part in

preclinical and clinical development, sunk costs

nearly 10% of all M&A deals in this dataset, helped

on science that ultimately fails, and inflation

by a transformational 2019 and a history of buying

considering the lengthy period of time required to

highly active companies.

commercialize the discovery. Therefore, industry
watchers can also rightly point towards deal-

Supporting this analysis is the latest product

making and the flow of money as an essential

enhancement within the real-time commercial

indicator of health, and as it lags years behind

intelligence solution Biomedtracker, incorporating

drug approvals, it also provides a window to

deal-making activity to its gold-standard database

the future. Mergers and acquisitions (M&A) are

of drugs, companies and catalysts.

1. DiMasi JA, Grabowski HG, Hansen RW (2016) Innovation in the pharmaceutical industry: New estimates of R&D costs. Available from: 10.1016/j.
jhealeco.2016.01.012 [Accessed 28 January 2020].
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Top-line M&A by the numbers
The biopharmaceutical industry struck a total

deals structured around essential services in the

of 596 major M&A deals over the last decade,

supply chain such as manufacturing, pharmacy

with a collective $1.6tn changing hands in these

benefit managers, and payers, in order to address

transactions. For the purposes of this whitepaper,

questions about biopharma’s overall health. M&A

major deals are defined as those possessing a

deals centred on assets or technologies belonging

total value of $100m or greater, and the dataset

to other ancillary healthcare and life sciences

is limited to those deals with a “Pharmaceuticals”

industries such as medical devices, research tools,

industry classification within Biomedtracker. This

and diagnostics, without an immediate application

well-defined focus also includes companies and

to the pharma industry, are excluded.

Figure 1: Major biopharmaceutical industry M&A deals during 2010–19
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Lofty valuations are sustaining near-record

While the number of major M&A deals remained

levels of M&A deals

relatively consistent, this increase points towards

As can be seen in Figure 1, the volume of

escalating valuations, as companies traded

biopharma M&A activity has been relatively

ownership for ever higher sums of money. The

consistent with no real trend, as the number

average M&A deal in this three-year period

of major deals hovers between 50 and 80

reached a heady $4.2bn, three times higher than

transactions annually. M&A is an essential part of

the number for 2010–12.

normal business operations, delivering on three
key objectives of accessing external innovation,

Part of this increase is driven by ultra-high-value

strategic portfolio management, and delivering

deals: five of the six largest acquisitions in the

shareholder returns. Accordingly, there will

last decade took place over 2017–19, and this will

always be a baseline of activity, regardless of

be analyzed later in the whitepaper. Additionally,

wider influences on the industry. M&A grew

assets have generally become more expensive

slowly through the first half of the decade,

over time, with larger market caps for discovery-

peaking in 2015 with a total of 80 deals, and also

stage companies and greater premiums needed

reaching a maximum of $259bn spent in that

to acquire them. This inflation can be very clearly

year. Interestingly, 2016 was somewhat barren,

demonstrated by two deals: Forest Laboratories

although this is an outlier in the context of the

(now part of AbbVie) paid $1.1bn to acquire

second half of the decade, and perhaps reflects

Clinical Data in 2011, just two weeks after it had

a collective period of digestion as the major

gained approval for the novel antidepressant

acquirers integrated their new colleagues and

Viibryd (vilazodone), while Roche spent a similar

assets. 2016 was also a year of huge political

amount of money ($1.4bn) in 2019 for the

shifts, with rising support for nationalist parties

research-stage company Promedior, whose lead

in Western countries resulting in delivering new

asset PRM-151 remains in Phase II development

direction for the US (Republican President Trump)

for idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis (IPF). While

and UK (Brexit).

depression versus IPF is not an apples-to-apples
comparison, clearly nowadays $1bn buys a lot

Through the remainder of the decade, the notable

less, and companies with programs that have

trend is the resurgence of total deal values,

cleared the final regulatory hurdles can now

which exceeded $200bn in each year from 2017.

command much higher prices.
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Figure 2: Breakdown of M&A deals by total transaction value during 2010–19
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Drivers for high-value M&A deals include

the business focuses of the acquired companies

drug delivery tech, genomics and implantable

and the strategic rationale for the combination.

devices

As previously mentioned, the “Pharmaceuticals”

The primary focus of this whitepaper is the

industry filter has been applied to this dataset,

biopharmaceutical industry, although it exists

although an analysis of the sub-categories within

alongside many other ancillary industries and

this, and the accompanying classifications of

engages with them on a routine basis. This

the acquired companies, reveals the underlying

includes via deal-making and M&A. For each deal

drivers for industry M&A. Deal industries or

in the Biomedtracker database, experienced

sub-categories that are classified in at least 10

analysts manually assign a series of industries

separate M&A transactions are included in the

so that the deal can be classified according to

table and discussion below.
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Table 1: Leading drivers for biopharma M&A deals over 2010–19
Industry

Volume

Value ($bn)

Average ($m)

577

1,553

2,691

Generic Drugs

96

186

1,940

OTC, Consumer

92

373

4,052

Specialty Pharmaceuticals

80

343

4,282

Drug Delivery

18

44

2,429

Controlled Release

37

191

5,151

Topical Delivery

22

91

4,122

Macromolecule

21

35

1,676

Transdermal

15

84

5,632

Pulmonary

15

33

2,168

Site Speciﬁc

12

76

6,315

Vaccines

34

69

2,027

Nutraceuticals

34

48

1,421

Radiopharmaceuticals, Contrast Agents

13

14

1,110

156

254

1,625

66

135

2,044

57

89

1,560

Gene Therapy, Cell Therapy

52

158

3,045

Drug Discovery Tools

19

50

2,628

Genomics-Proteomics

18

113

6,297

Synthesis Technologies, Production Processes

17

54

3,175

Nanotechnology, Chips, etc.

10

8

829

Services

71

358

5,047

Medical Devices

58

100

1,727

Implantable Devices

17

86

5,074

Biomaterials

11

23

2,124

Contract Research, Toxicology Testing-CRO

35

90

2,570

Research, Analytical Equipment & Supplies

21

56

2,680

In Vitro Diagnostics

19

39

2,069

Pharmaceuticals

Biotechnology
Large Molecule
Antibodies

Note: Deals are tagged according to the industry or industries involved, with sub-categories indicating specific
technologies. Each deal can have multiple classifications depending on the breadth of the combined entity. Only
industries or sub-categories with ≥10 entries are shown above; those with average deal values exceeding $3bn
are additionally highlighted.
Source: Biomedtracker®, February 2020
© Informa UK Ltd 2020 (Unauthorized photocopying prohibited.)

March 2020 / 7

As shown in Table 1, there are a wide range of

devices industry, are also associated with average

industries and technologies that biopharma

deal values exceeding $5bn when forming part

companies seek to engage with via deal-making.

of M&A transactions. Genomics and proteomics

M&A is an important way of accessing these

technologies have also proven to be valuable

capabilities, whether that is to double down in

assets, as the pharma industry increasingly

an area of strength and build greater scale, or to

emphasizes drug targets that are genetically

diversify into new opportunities. For the pharma

validated in an attempt to lower the risk of clinical

industry, this has been most evident in the two

failure. Several studies have consistently shown

categories of generic drugs and consumer health,

that R&D programs informed by genetics and

with almost 100 major deals being categorized

biomarkers increase the likelihood of approval

accordingly since 2010. Generics manufacturers

at least two-fold.2,3 This therefore merits healthy

in particular have undergone considerable

premiums, such as Roche’s $1.7bn buyout of

consolidation in the face of extreme pricing

Ignyta in 2017 for the precision oncology drug

pressures and declining profit margins, such as

entrectinib, now marketed as Rozlytrek and part

Teva’s $38.8bn acquisition of Allergan’s generics

of the wave of approved tumor-agnostic agents.

business, formerly part of Actavis. As mentioned
later in this article, consumer healthcare assets

Cell and gene therapy acquisitions are also worth

are increasingly being seen as non-core for Big

noting, although the relative immaturity of the

Pharma companies, who are seeking either

technology has meant that average deal values

divestment or joint venture opportunities with

are unable to rival other areas. Nevertheless, cell

competitors.

and gene therapy valuations have risen notably
in recent years, and discovery-stage companies

Over the past decade, several focus areas have

with a discovery platform and clinical-stage assets

emerged as producing higher value deals, as

are now commonly being acquired for several

highlighted in the table. Companies with drug

billion dollars. Notable deals in the latter part of

delivery technologies evidently carry higher

the decade included the sale of Juno and its CAR-T

valuations, with low-risk examples of site-

programs to Celgene for $9bn, which later formed

specific, transdermal, topical and controlled-

part of the investment thesis for the Bristol-Myers

release formulations proving to be a popular

Squibb/Celgene megamerger, while Roche valued

way of administering existing drugs in a more

Spark Therapeutics and its hemophilia assets at

tolerable fashion. Related implantable device

$4.8bn in 2019.

technologies, classified as part of the medical

2. King EA, Davis JW, Degner JF (2019) Are drug targets with genetic support twice as likely to be approved? Revised estimates of the impact of genetic
support for drug mechanisms on the probability of drug approval. Available from: 10.1371/journal.pgen.1008489 [Accessed 28 January 2020].
3. Biotechnology Innovation Organization (2016) Clinical Development Success Rates 2006–2015. Available from: https://archive.bio.org/press-release/
bio-releases-largest-study-ever-clinical-development-success-rates [Accessed 28 January 2020].
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Tax reform has enabled US pharma to surge

Over the whole period, Biomedtracker has tagged

ahead of European counterparts in recent deal-

291 such deals to companies based in North

making activity

America, ahead of 257 for companies based in

Until relatively recently, North American- and

Europe. The totals spent over this period are also

European-headquartered companies had matched

closely matched, with a $2.8bn average purchase

each other closely in the execution of M&A deals

price for European deals slightly outpacing $2.6bn

worth over $100m. As the figure below shows,

in North America.

the two geographies’ total deal numbers follow
in sync each year, reaching each peak and trough

Total volumes in Asia are under half those of

in unison, highlighting the global nature of the

North America and Europe, and have fluctuated

biopharmaceutical industry. However, in the last

independently of wider global trends over the

three years, North America has surged ahead.

past decade. Its peak of 22 deals signed in 2015

This coincides with tax reform passed in the US in

was boosted by a flurry of activity from Japanese

2017, which lowered the effective tax rate for US

companies, while the Israel-headquartered generics

companies and allowed them to repatriate foreign

leader Teva was also particularly active. Companies

cash much more cheaply via M&A. This resulted

based in Asia, or those expanding to this region via

in a 2019 peak of 41 large M&As, which also set a

an asset purchase, spent a total of $282bn over 123

record for the value of these deals ($230bn).

deals, approximating to $2.3bn per deal.

Figure 3: Locations of companies active in major M&A deals, 2010–19
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Note: Companies acquired and since absorbed into the parent organization may not be linked to their original
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Source: Biomedtracker®, February 2020
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Acquisitions can lead to a snowball effect
Certain companies have tended to be more
acquisitive than others, and this prior M&A can
often catalyse further, larger deals involving the
same players. As shown in Table 2, the three
most active companies of the past decade
involved in biopharma deals of at least $100m are
AbbVie, Takeda and Bristol-Myers Squibb. It is no
coincidence that each of these three companies
has recently completed transformational deals,

merging with the operations of Allergan, Shire and
Celgene, respectively. Their total deal counts are
boosted not only by their own activity, but also
by that of the companies they have combined
with. Allergan, in particular, is unrecognizable
from its origins at the start of 2010, with a
lineage including businesses from Watson
Pharmaceuticals, Actavis, Warner Chilcott and
Forest Laboratories, among others.

Table 2: Select leading biopharmaceutical companies involved in large M&A deals over 2010–19
Company
AbbVie

Volume

Value ($bn)

Average ($m)

31

253

8,147

Takeda

27

153

5,671

Bristol-Myers Squibb

24

132

5,509

Merck

20

39

1,973

Novartis

15

66

4,392

Teva

15

61

4,067

Roche

14

22

1,575

Pﬁzer

13

68

5,224

Sanoﬁ

12

44

3,656

AstraZeneca

11

21

1,876

Source: Biomedtracker®, February 2020
The prominent positioning of AbbVie and BristolMyers Squibb follows the previously highlighted
trend of US-headquartered companies taking
advantage of the tax reform towards the end
of the last decade. Both companies were also
capitalizing on the market depreciation of their
acquired companies; Celgene’s stock was trading at
over a 50% discount from peak due to numerous
clinical and regulatory missteps, while Pfizer was
committed to paying $160bn for Allergan in 2016
before AbbVie was able to conclude a deal three
years later for a mere $63bn.

Takeda is also worth further exploring as the sole
Japanese-headquartered company in the list of top
acquirers and divestors. It has consistently sought
to expand its geographic focus, as made evident
by the purchases of Shire and Nycomed, while
it has decisively shed itself of non-core assets to
other parties, including respiratory (AstraZeneca),
ophthalmology (Novartis) and mature products
(Teva joint venture). In doing so, Takeda has been
able to focus on higher growth areas such as
oncology and cell and gene therapy, very much in
line with the drivers for M&A in the wider industry.4

4. Scrip (2020) Japan 2010s In Review: Specialize, Focus, Innovate. Available from: https://scrip.pharmaintelligence.informa.com/SC141486/Japan-2010sIn-Review-Specialize-Focus-Innovate [Accessed 29 January 2020].
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Profile of an M&A deal
The three essential ingredients of a successful

most successful and rational acquisitions combine

acquisition

features of each. These are executing portfolio

There are a multitude of viable reasons why

strategy, tapping into external innovation and

biopharma companies turn towards M&A,

delivering investor return. When viewed in this

and no two deals are ever the same. However,

way, seemingly unrelated deals begin to look alike,

each of the underlying drivers can generally be

even the two signature mergers of 2019 – Bristol-

categorized into three distinct objectives, and the

Myers Squibb/Celgene and AbbVie/Allergan.

Figure 4: Underlying drivers for biopharma M&A

• Operational synergies
• Emerging drug discovery

Investor
return

• Technological capabilities

• Realizing “biobucks”
• Opportunism

• Commercial expertise
External
innovation

• Complementary
Portfolio
strategy

product mixes
• Access to new revenue
• Reducing exposure to LOEs
• Strategic divestments

Source: Pharma Intelligence

Portfolio strategy describes the active

promoted by the same sales force, or venturing

management of products and capabilities,

into an entirely new high-growth therapy area if

ensuring that internal investment on research

opportunities within existing business focuses

or commercial activities has a multiplicative

are saturated. Related to this, any business that

effect, while also mitigating risk and delivering

is too heavily specialized is prone to competition

predictable returns. This might take the form

and disruption; one common example of this in

of acquiring an asset that is complementary

the biopharma world is loss of exclusivity (LOE),

to an existing franchise, such as sequential

as companies soften the blow of a patent cliff via

or combination drug treatments that can be

acquisitions. Lastly, as business priorities shift

© Informa UK Ltd 2020 (Unauthorized photocopying prohibited.)
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over time, underperforming or non-strategic

Are megamergers moving out of vogue?

assets can be divested in order to focus on the

While the 2000s was characterized by a long

core business.

list of ultra-high-value consolidation deals, with
the prevailing wisdom suggesting that bigger

Much of the innovation in our industry happens

was better, the past decade has been relatively

outside of the labs of Big Pharma companies, and

frugal in this regard. Any operational synergies

M&A is a critical component of accessing this. This

within a megamerger must also be weighed

commonly takes the form of exciting drugs in mid-

against the huge one-time disruption to R&D

or late-stage clinical trials, but also technological

productivity. Companies like Pfizer, Merck, Roche,

capabilities such as drug discovery platforms,

GlaxoSmithKline and AstraZeneca, who have

diagnostics and even real-world data sources.

historically been extremely active, are entirely

Lastly, for discovery-stage companies, M&A is

absent from the top 10 highest value deals in the

crucial in order to gain access to commercial

table below. Rather, executives, management

know-how and the ability to market a drug

consultants and investors have extolled the

globally. These can all be described as accessing

virtues of tactical spin-offs in order to unlock

external innovation.

value, with businesses such as generics, consumer
health and veterinary medicine often finding new

Investor return is typically the least attractive

homes.

fundamental driver for M&A, but cannot be
overlooked. After all, deals are measured by their

Just two months into 2020, both Merck and

effect on company performance. At the heart of

GlaxoSmithKline have announced their decisions

megamergers is the ability to unlock operational

to shed billions of dollars in annual sales for

synergies through their greater scale, while

products that are no longer seen as part of their

investors in smaller companies look towards M&A

core businesses, following in the footsteps of

as an exit strategy and a way of realizing returns

many of their peers. The healthcare conglomerate,

for their biobucks. Lastly, while certain deals

such as Johnson & Johnson or Bayer, is becoming

may be many months or years in the making,

increasingly rare. Accordingly, as shown in Table 3,

opportunism is a huge contributor, whether

the companies that populate the list of the highest

capitalizing on the weak valuation of another

value M&A transactions are typically ambitious

company’s stock, or simply being in the right place

risers or those operating in ancillary healthcare

at the right time.

services.
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Table 3: The top 10 largest biopharma M&A transactions over 2010–19
Acquirer

Acquired
company

Date

Description

Value
($bn)

Takeda

Shire

May 2018

Takeda seeking expansion into US and rare
diseases

79.4

CVS Health

Aetna

December 2017

Continued vertical integration within
pharmacy/insurance systems

77.0

Bristol-Myers
Celgene
Squibb

January 2019

Bristol-Myers Squibb intensifying its focus on
74.0
oncology and immunology

Cigna

Express Scripts

March 2018

Insurance provider adding PBM capabilities,
seeking advantage over competitors

66.6

Actavis

Allergan

November 2014

Two diversiﬁed companies able to achieve
operational synergies as a combined entity

65.4

AbbVie

Allergan

June 2019

Opportunistic acquisition of ~$20bn revenue
stream to mitigate Revlimid LOE

63.0

Teva

Allergan

July 2015

Allergan divesting Actavis’s legacy generics
business to #1 player

38.8

Shire

Baxalta

August 2015

Shire seeking new revenue streams in
complementary rare diseases

32.0

Johnson &
Johnson

Actelion

January 2017

Johnson & Johnson seeking external
innovation and separate biotech-like
research unit

30.2

Express
Scripts

Medco

July 2011

Consolidation within PBM providers, and
reaction to struggling Medco business
activities

27.7

Source: Biomedtracker®, February 2020
The single largest deal in the Biomedtracker M&A

A four-month period spanning late 2017 and

database in the last decade was the combination

early 2018 saw two huge vertical integrations

of Takeda and Shire, for a total enterprise value

between commercial insurers and pharmacy

of $79.4bn. While the figure for the merger is

benefit managers (CVS Health/Aetna, and Cigna/

commonly cited as £46bn (~$62bn), Takeda also

Express Scripts), increasing the negotiating power

assumed an additional $18bn in debt in addition

of these companies and contributing to increasing

to its equity purchase. Irrespective of how the

pricing pressure in the US pharmaceutical market.

final value is stated, it is the single largest deal

However, it was in January 2019 that arguably the

involving a Japanese pharmaceutical company,

most ambitious acquisition of the decade was

and the largest takeover of a foreign firm by a

struck, as Bristol-Myers Squibb signalled its intent

Japanese player in any industry. Although Shire

to disrupt the position of the leading companies

was headquartered in Ireland, the expansion

in the industry with its $74bn takeover of Celgene.

provides a notable footprint for Takeda in the US,

The combined entity possesses around $40bn

and adds industry-leading commercial expertise in

in annual prescription drug sales in 2019, solidly

rare diseases.

entrenching it within the top five biopharma

© Informa UK Ltd 2020 (Unauthorized photocopying prohibited.)
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companies globally, with equally impressive

72% of the new company. Allergan subsequently

positioning on a number of other metrics

signalled its strategic direction in divesting its

including clinical trials and pipeline size. With the

generics business assets to Teva in July 2015,

deal completed, Bristol-Myers Squibb solidifies

before being acquired by AbbVie in June 2019. The

its leadership position within two of its important

portfolio synergy between AbbVie and Allergan is

growth markets – oncology and immunology –

certainly less apparent than that of Bristol-Myers

while also gaining access to cell and gene therapy

Squibb/Celgene, but Allergan’s approximate

expertise that will provide longer-term discovery

$16bn annual revenues will guide AbbVie through

opportunities through the next decade. The deal

one of the largest patent cliffs in pharma history,

was undoubtedly made more attractive as the

as it negotiates LOE for Humira (adalimumab).

market progressively devalued Celgene’s stock,
which was trading at below half of its peak value

Bolt-on acquisitions are the preferred targets

prior to the successful bid.

for biopharma
As shown so far, the absence of Big Pharma

AbbVie’s move for Allergan was similarly

megamergers has not resulted in a quiet decade

opportunistic, with the latter’s eventual $63bn

of introspection. Rather, the emphasis has been

price tag seemingly a bargain compared to the

towards finding assets that add incremental

$160bn valuation assigned to it by Pfizer back in

value, where the smaller company has conducted

2016 with its unsuccessful pursuit. As noted in

research with high clinical importance and

Table 3, the Allergan business has experienced

biopharma has the tools to realize the commercial

an eventful and tumultuous decade, appearing

potential. Such bolt-on transactions are far less

in three separate $30bn+ transactions as the

disruptive, both to the assets being acquired and

acquired entity. The deal with Actavis in November

to the wider operations of the combined entity.

2014 resulted in the stronger Allergan brand
name being retained, despite Actavis being the

Here, the focus is on the quality of the asset

dominant partner with its shareholders owning

acquired, but also, counterintuitively, the quantity

14 / March 2020
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of transactions. Although some high-value bolt-on

(ipilimumab) and Opdivo (nivolumab), but there

acquisitions, such as Pharmasset and its hepatitis

have been several other noteworthy wins,

C portfolio ($11bn), have proven to be immensely

balancing out the unsuccessful deals such as

successful, the sweet spot for bolt-on acquisitions

Amylin and Inhibitex.

is typically for companies valued at $1bn–$5bn.
Companies in this price range – either with mid/

Fast forward to today, and executives across

late-stage clinical candidates or drug discovery

almost every Big Pharma company now extoll

platforms that have shown promise – are not

the virtues of bolt-on acquisitions ahead of

guaranteed success, and the acquirers must

larger deals. Albert Bourla, the CEO of Pfizer,

therefore assume risk. One way of mitigating such

which is now considerably slimmed down and

risk is in completing multiple such transactions,

focused compared to the start of the decade,

thereby hedging against any single failure proving

commented on his company’s approach to deal-

catastrophic.

making, although the quote could equally be
attributed to any number of his peers. “M&A is

One of the most successful companies over the

a very important part of our strategy… because

past decade has been Bristol-Myers Squibb,

we do believe that we can create significant value

on account of its “string of pearls” strategy

with the right strategic moves. Now, we never

concerning M&A and licensing, in which it targeted

say never to anything, but strategically we have

a large number of external assets with high

made very clear that we are not interested in a big

scientific promise. This strategy was initiated at

acquisition that will have cost synergies as value

the same time as many of its peers were pursuing

driver. Because first of all that will dilute our top

or completing huge mergers, and proved to be

line growth… Secondly it could be destructive.

highly prescient for Bristol-Myers Squibb. The

Having a big acquisition means that thousands of

2009 Medarex acquisition is undoubtedly the

people will have to work on integrations rather

deal that vindicated its science-first approach,

than supporting all these products.”

yielding the two immuno-oncology drugs Yervoy
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Outlook for 2020
Subdued, strategic start to the year further

for deal-making is on the decline and the industry

suppressed as biopharma battens down for

is stagnating. Drug pipelines have never been

COVID-19

larger – Informa Pharma Intelligence’s Pharma

As we enter the new decade, the industry’s

R&D Annual Review records an impressive 10%

most active deal-makers are still in the midst

growth in active candidates in 2020, with almost

of integrating and restoring balance to their

18,000 drugs shared between over 4,800 different

operations. Companies with the firepower to

companies5 – meaning that there is an ever-

execute large transactions are publicly going on

increasing shop window for potential acquisitions.

record to say their priority is to invest in internal

This influx of around 500 new discovery-stage

assets as well as share buybacks and dividends,

companies is likely to create increased M&A deal

while maintaining the flexibility to move quickly

volumes, which when combined with the reduced

for bolt-on acquisitions when the opportunity

appetite for high-value megamergers, will depress

arises. Furthermore, the attention of the entire

the rise in average deal values witnessed in recent

industry – and indeed the entire global economy

years. However, as the balance of the pipeline

– has been fixated on the threat that COVID-19

continues to shift towards companies with

poses to supply chains, day-to-day business

advanced platforms such as RNA interference, cell

operations, and the health of society. Biopharma

and gene therapies and gene editing, we may see

companies are uniquely positioned and have the

more examples of purely clinical-stage companies

social responsibility to contribute to efforts that

achieving acquisition prices exceeding $10bn.

will mitigate the spread of SARS-CoV-2. On a more

These are certainly rare occurrences – Pharmasset

practical level, the outbreak and unprecedented

($11.0bn) and Kite ($11.9bn) being the two cases –

social restrictions mean that opportunities to

but may become increasingly common.

discuss business development are temporarily
limited. Another restricting factor is undoubtedly

Focused, non-partnered pipelines will attract

the looming US election, and drug pricing will

buyout rumours

remain a hot political issue – the last cycle in

So, where will the next bolt-on acquisitions come

2016 dampened M&A activity both within the US

from? The enhanced Biomedtracker database

and globally. As such, all of these indicators are

not only tracks deal-making activity, but also

pointing towards 2020 being a relatively quiet

has enlarged coverage of companies in the

year, with many companies focusing internally.

biopharmaceutical industry. These are searchable

Indeed, the annual deal fest that is the J.P.

by market capitalization – a decent indicator

Morgan investor conference, occurring in early

for the eventual price tag should a suitor come

January each year, produced little of note for M&A

knocking. Based on the sweet spot of $1bn–$5bn,

observers, in contrast to the buzz of previous

there are 65 biopharmaceutical companies with

years.

clinical-stage assets. Factoring in the potential
inflation of certain high-priority assets such as

None of this means that the underlying appetite

gene therapy players, broadening the search

5. Informa Pharma Intelligence (2020) Pharma R&D Annual Review 2020. To be published April 2020.
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criteria to $1bn–$10bn yields 87 potential targets.

In all, 143 catalysts, split across 62 unique

This saved search can be cross-referenced against

companies, meet these criteria, which seems

companies with large-impact clinical or regulatory

a good place to start looking. The table below

catalysts in the year ahead, further refining the

further categorizes the innovative companies

list to companies that are likely to generate the

among this set that Informa Pharma Intelligence

highest amount of interest for would-be acquirers.

deems are likely to attract the broadest interest.

Table 4: Selected potential biopharma bolt-on acquisition targets in 2020
Company

Market cap*

Rationale

Agios
Pharmaceuticals

$3.3bn

Wholly owned commercial oncology products and catalysts for late-stage pipeline provide
steady news ﬂow

Amicus
Therapeutics

$2.6bn

Rare disease specialist with growing commercial revenues and gene therapy assets, likely
to be able to achieve proﬁtability independently

Biohaven
Pharmaceuticals

$3.0bn

Oral drugs provide attractive portfolio ﬁt for companies commercializing anti-CGRP
antibodies for migraine prevention

bluebird bio

$5.1bn

Leading cell therapy and manufacturing capabilities, although its multitude of
partnerships may dissuade future owners

Blueprint
Medicines

$3.5bn

Set to compete with Eli Lilly with ﬁrst-in-class RET inhibitors for lung cancer with
supportive targeted oncology pipeline

Enanta
Pharmaceuticals

$1.1bn

Wholly owned pipeline with multiple large catalysts this year across antiviral and liver
indications

Esperion
Therapeutics

$1.6bn

Set to begin commercialization of its lipid-lowering agents this year, although CVOT
completion in 2022 may be the major catalyst

Global Blood
Therapeutics

$4.3bn

Secured approval for Oxbryta for sickle cell disease, an indication with few treatments but
high R&D interest

Hansa
Biopharma

$2.9bn

Lead candidate under EU review, addresses high unmet need in transplant rejection;
partnership or acquisition likely to access US market

Immunomedics

$4.1bn

Value largely tied to single ADC; clinical or regulatory success more likely to trigger
acquisition than partnership

Intercept
Pharmaceuticals

$3.2bn

Expected to launch ﬁrst-to-market drug for NASH; commercial muscle will be essential to
penetrate new primary care market

MyoKardia

$3.3bn

Likely to attract interest from companies in the cardiovascular space should its precision
medicine approach prove successful, has so far resisted development partnerships

PTC
Therapeutics

$3.0bn

Pivot towards gene therapy via Agilis buyout and manufacturing facility in turn makes PTC
a candidate should it achieve regulatory successes in 2020

Regenxbio

$1.8bn

Strategic ﬁt for companies in rare diseases, ophthalmology or CNS, although breadth of
partnerships means that valuation is linked to gene therapy capabilities and not current
assets

Sage
Therapeutics

$3.5bn

Pipeline could transform depression treatment, although acquirers may wait until
approvable Phase III data are available

Sarepta

$9.1bn

DMD portfolio performing well commercially despite clinical questions; broader gene
therapy capabilities

uniQure

$2.7bn

An early leader in gene therapy, uniQure could be a defensive acquisition for existing
hemophilia players with factor IX drugs

Xencor

$2.1bn

Antibody pipeline may become target, especially as other rival CD3-linked bispeciﬁcs
demonstrate proof-of-concept

*Approximate market cap as of February 2020. Acquisition premiums likely to be in the ~50% range.
ADC = antibody-drug conjugate; CVOT = cardiovascular outcomes trial; DMD = Duchenne muscular dystrophy;
NASH = non-alcoholic steatohepatitis
Source: Biomedtracker®, February 2020
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The companies profiled in the table above span

will be intense. Big Pharma suitors will include

a wide range of therapy areas and treatment

those already active in the NASH pipeline such

modalities, although advanced drugs such as cell

as AbbVie, Bristol-Myers Squibb, Eli Lilly, Gilead,

and gene therapies are very much in vogue for

Merck, Novartis and Pfizer.

acquisitions and may be able to command higher
premiums. There are certain other features that

Biogen and Gilead may be active in the market

make a company more likely to be acquired, and

With the largest pharmaceutical companies

provide a greater return for its shareholders,

either going through integrations or focusing

rather than going via the more typical partnership

internally, it may be mid-cap companies that

route. Indeed, many smaller companies in

make the headline moves in 2020. Among these,

the longlist returned in Biomedtracker can be

Biogen stands out as the most likely, while Gilead

eliminated by failing to meet these criteria:

executives face a sense of urgency in completing a

•

defined therapeutic area focus

deal to deliver near-term revenues.

•

little or no dilution of commercial rights to

•
•

important pipeline assets

Biogen has had a tumultuous 12 months without

unique drug discovery platform that may

the material outlook for the company changing at

provide longer-term value

all. In March 2019, it revealed the discontinuation

high likelihood of clinical or regulatory success.

of the high-risk Phase III program of aducanumab
in early Alzheimer’s disease, based on a failed

Intercept Pharmaceuticals stands out as the

futility analysis. This was the main asset in

company most likely to be acquired, as it is widely

the company’s pipeline, and investors have

expected to launch the first approved drug for

long argued that Biogen needed to hedge its

non-alcoholic steatohepatitis (NASH) as part of a

prospects and look to new programs with a

larger organization with global reach. It has only

higher probability of success. The company’s

limited prior marketing experience, and in Ocaliva

valuation plummeted accordingly, only for it to

(obeticholic acid), it possesses an extremely

regain all of its lost ground when statisticians saw

valuable first-to-market opportunity. NASH is

a path to market for aducanumab, despite the

expected to become a highly prevalent primary

technical failure. The merits of aducanumab are

care market, necessitating a large sales operation

still hotly debated, but Biogen is planning to file

and considerable promotional spend. Therefore,

for approval, shifting the pressure onto the FDA

the commercial potential for Ocaliva within the

to make one of the most contentious regulatory

sole ownership of Intercept is severely restricted,

decisions in recent memory. Meanwhile, Biogen’s

and a larger partner with extensive resources

commercial prospects have also received a boost

would add considerable value. Datamonitor

with a much-needed patent win versus potential

Healthcare expects the sales opportunity within

generic competitors for its flagship brand

NASH to rise to $21.6bn by 2027 – with Ocaliva

Tecfidera (dimethyl fumarate), which accounts for

playing a considerable role in establishing this

approximately 30% of its revenues.

market – therefore interest from acquirers
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These dual pieces of good news have bought

in early-stage development, with an initial focus

Biogen a window of opportunity during which it

on myelodysplastic syndrome and other blood

could make a large acquisition to boost its pipeline

cancers. Another recent move was the drug

without overly diluting the holdings of current

discovery alliance it signed with Galapagos,

investors. Wait too long, and the risk is that

exchanging $3.95bn up front and a $1.1bn

aducanumab is rejected by regulators, severely

equity stake in exchange for developmental

diminishing Biogen’s firepower. Companies that

and commercial rights to the Belgian biotech’s

may present a strategic fit with Biogen include

pipeline. As part of the deal, Gilead signed

Ionis Pharmaceuticals, with which it already

a declaration preventing it from increasing

collaborates, Sage Therapeutics and its deep CNS

its holding of Galapagos shares beyond 30%

expertise, or Sarepta Therapeutics. While other

within the next 10 years, ensuring its long-

acquirers may be cautious about approaching

term independence. This unusual, de-risked

Sarepta, considering the controversy surrounding

arrangement provides Gilead with an attractive

its DMD clinical data thus far, Biogen is following a

supplement to its own pipeline, while allowing

similar playbook in Alzheimer’s disease by building

Galapagos to remain focused, although the deal

its regulatory case for aducanumab’s approval

in itself is insufficient to plug a looming shortfall in

with emotional pressure as much as robust

product revenues.

clinical data.
With $26bn in cash to deploy at the start of 2020,
Gilead is often mentioned as a potential acquirer,

Gilead still has considerable firepower despite its

with a track record of paying high prices for

Forty Seven purchase, and retains flexibility in the

late-stage assets (Pharmasset and Kite). The

assets it can consider. It is certainly among the

success of its Pharmasset deal in 2011 sets the

potential suitors for Intercept Pharmaceuticals

bar very high for its investors, and subsequent

considering its shared interest in NASH and

moves have been comparatively disappointing.

fibrosis, although targets with complementary

With the revenues provided by Pharmasset’s

oncology assets are arguably a better fit and

hepatitis C portfolio now all but gone, added to

will help Gilead to realize additional value from

intensifying commercial pressures in Gilead’s

its Kite business. Iovance Biotherapeutics, an

core HIV business, company executives speak to

early pioneer in establishing tumor-infiltrating

a sense of urgency for identifying new acquisition

lymphocytes as an anticancer treatment on a

targets. Most recently, Gilead announced the

commercial scale, is one such company that fits

acquisition of immuno-oncology drug developer

the bill, while Xencor and Genmab provide access

Forty Seven for $4.9bn in March 2020, which

to the emerging CD3-CD20 bispecific antibody

has a potential pipeline-in-a-pill with its anti-

class at different price points.

CD47 antibody magrolimab. The drug remains
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M&A as a tool to utilize tech’s encroachment

start-ups investigating a particular niche, tech

on the biopharma domain

giants are also encroaching slowly on the

One of the emerging trends in the latter part

remit of biopharma companies, providing both

of the last decade was the realization of digital

opportunities and threats. Digital health can be a

health, and the myriad tech companies that

very nebulous term, although Pharma Intelligence

are finding new services within the wider

defines it as comprising the applications in the

healthcare ecosystem. Along with smaller

figure below.

Figure 5: Digital health and its applications
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Some of the most high-profile developments of

research: historical controls reduce the need for

recent years include the incorporation of FDA-

placebo, trial data can be generated in real-time,

approved echocardiogram capabilities within the

unique hypotheses can be tested readily and R&D

Apple Watch, the acquisition of Fitbit by Google,

costs can be lowered. This is certainly of huge

IBM Watson’s unsuccessful foray into cancer

and continued interest to any biopharmaceutical

diagnosis and treatment recommendations

company.

and the growing number of examples in which
algorithms achieve greater accuracy than human

Another example has been the proliferation in

experts when interpreting medical images. So

partnerships between companies using artificial

far, biopharma has kept collaborations with such

intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) in the

companies and digital health initiatives at arm’s

identification and design of new drug discovery

length, preferring instead to tap into external

programs and pharma companies that can

expertise via partnerships. However, M&A activity

bring these to market. One of the early leaders,

may be viable in order to gain exclusive access to

Exscientia, which has collaborations in place

particular technologies and build a competitive

with seven leading companies now, recently

advantage, especially at a time during which

became the first company to enter the clinic

practically every single large biopharma company

with an AI-discovered drug, amid much (and

is scaling up their own digital know-how.

potentially unwarranted) hype. Breaking from
the current partnership model, these companies

One early example of the successful relationship

can also put their expertise to use in creating

between pharma and digital health, stemming

their own in-house pipelines, eventually yielding

from an acquisition, lies in Roche’s $1.9bn deal

drug candidates that they will want to bring into

with Flatiron Health in 2018. The latter is a real-

clinical development themselves. In searching for

world data company specializing in electronic

attractive candidates for in-licensing, biopharma

health records for oncology patients. Roche was

companies may seek not only to acquire individual

able to use this real-world data, combined with

AI-discovered assets, but potentially these AI-

other post-marketing data sources, in order to

ML companies in their entirety on account

expand the label for its breast cancer drug Ibrance

of the potential productivity gains that their

(palbociclib). Previously approved just in female

discovery engines can yield. Exclusive access to

patients, the FDA granted Ibrance approval in

such algorithms and models for generating new

male patients, which is much rarer and is an area

scientific hypotheses, optimizing drug design and

where it would be economically unfeasible and

conducting efficient clinical development could

logistically challenging to run a separate trial.

certainly yield competitive advantages.

Real-world data has huge applications in clinical
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Takeaways
Observers of biopharma M&A, while pessimistic

with higher success rates and shorter timelines.

in the early part of the decade, have witnessed

As industry consultant Viren Mehta explains in an

impressive levels of activity in recent years,

article with In Vivo, “Industry has the tools to bring

both in terms of the number of deals and their

more and far better treatments to more people

absolute values, indicating a healthy flow of

faster than ever, with much lower R&D cost

capital and willingness to invest. In particular, the

and very little selling needed for these targeted

three-year period of 2017–19 saw sustained high-

therapies.”6

value transactions, culminating in megamergers
involving Takeda, Bristol-Myers Squibb and

Although 2020 may lack the signature deals that

AbbVie. As these three companies – historically

marked the end of the previous decade, expect

some of the most acquisitive in the industry –

numerous smaller, bolt-on acquisitions to be

focus on integration, it would be pragmatic to

the norm. Gene therapy is becoming a perennial

assume 2020 will be a year of relative quiet.

area for high-value investments, while over the

Indeed, most of their Big Pharma peers are

course of the last decade, companies with drug

issuing statements in support of smaller, bolt-

delivery technologies and genomics or proteomics

on acquisitions and organic growth, while

platforms have all attracted strong interest.

the COVID-19 (SARS-CoV-2) outbreak and an

Using the Biomedtracker database of clinical

upcoming US presidential election both add a

and regulatory catalysts, a number of potential

degree of uncertainty into the proceedings.

acquisition targets can be identified; Intercept
Pharmaceuticals perhaps being the clearest

This likely slowdown in acquisitions, already

example for a larger commercial organization

evident through the early part of the year, does

being able to add extra value. Among those

not speak to a decline in the overall health of the

companies able to execute >$10bn+ deals, Biogen

industry. Declining investment can be a lagging

appears to be a likely candidate, although its

indicator for future growth, but the fundamentals

window of opportunity may close abruptly should

of the biopharma industry are solid, with record

it wait too long and fail to convince regulators

prescription drug sales and pipeline growth.

about the benefit of its Alzheimer’s disease drug,

Indeed, as we begin a new decade, the business

aducanumab. Finally, non-traditional targets will

models of biopharma continue to evolve, with

increasingly enter the crosshairs of biopharma’s

greater use of advanced therapies, genetically

deal-makers as digital health applications

validated disease targets and closer relationships

demonstrate the potential to lower R&D costs and

with regulators all contributing towards the ability

improve patient outcomes.

to bring more drugs to market than ever before,

6. In Vivo (2020) Mehta Analysis: The New Decade Is Sure to Transform Biopharma Globally. Available from: https://invivo.pharmaintelligence.informa.
com/IV124429/Mehta-Analysis-The-New-Decade-Is-Sure-to-Transform-Biopharma-Globally [Accessed 10 February 2020].
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Methodology and about Biomedtracker
This whitepaper was created using the enhanced

clinical or regulatory catalysts in the coming year

Biomedtracker product, with search queries

and with a market capitalization of <$10bn.

conducted during February 2020. Deals were
filtered according to timeframe (January 2010

For further information regarding Biomedtracker

to December 2019), type (acquisitions only) and

and Informa Pharma Intelligence, please contact

status (final only). Acquisition target companies

your account manager or visit pharmaintelligence.

were identified using upcoming large-impact

informa.com.
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