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There was a time when brand
planning in the pharmaceutical
industry was predictable.

From one year to the next, a 
product manager could count on a
tested process to provide results 
and expected outcomes. Ongoing
changes to the pharmaceutical
landscape have revealed the 
importance of an in-depth planning
process and the consequences of a
poorly conceived plan. Share of
voice and a good brand proposition
are no longer enough. Today, brand
teams need to be prepared to do
more with fewer resources and 
more compliance.

The fundamental questions structur-
ing this process have remained the
same, but thinking strategically
about each of them has become
much more important. They are:

• Where are we now?
• Where are we going?
• How will we get there?

Where are we now?

In order to get where we want to 
go, we need to understand where
we’re starting from. This is the
tedious work of brand planning, and
many brand teams don’t exercise 
the self-discipline to do this well. A
well-thought-out situation analysis
provides the cross-functional insights
required to truly understand the key
issues faced by the brand and how
those key issues should be prioritized

so that time and resources are only
invested in areas where the brand
can have an impact. 

A good situation analysis should
include market insights, a competitive
overview, a review of the therapeutic
area, a regulatory, life-cycle, and
clinical overview, and a deep dive
into all stakeholders — from payer
to patient. The situation analysis
must also look internally; brand
teams must understand what tools
are in the toolbox to effectively 
navigate their environment.

The next step is to develop a 
prioritized SWOT analysis. This
often leads to eye rolls or groans,
but aversion to SWOT is generally
the result of previous SWOTs 
having been poorly developed or
used ineffectively (or occasionally
not used at all). A well done SWOT
provides a critical analysis of the
most important elements of the 
current internal and external environ-
ment, and, when prioritized, it 
provides the brand team with the
following critical insights:

• The internal strengths that provide
the greatest competitive advantage

• The internal weaknesses that put 
the brand at risk versus the 
competition

• The external high-impact 
opportunities that can be leveraged 

• The external threats that must be 
mitigated to avoid negative 
consequences for the brand/
organization
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The situation analysis and prioritized
SWOT provide the information
required to develop key issues. Key
issues are described as problems 
or opportunities that, if overcome 
or leveraged, will have a significant
impact on the business. They
absolutely must link back to the
SWOT. 

In other words, key issues should
capture the fit between internal
assets, capabilities, and resources
(strengths and weaknesses) and
external possibilities (opportunities
and threats). It is important to note
that key issues do not have to be 
negative, although they often are. 

For example, a brand that is first to
market (strength) and fulfills an
unmet need (opportunity) would
need to be identified as a key issue
just as much as a brand that is last 
to market with no unmet need.
Why? If we don’t acknowledge the
positive as well as the negative, we
risk not building a strategy around
the positive. The first-to-market
brand needs to establish a strong
position to avoid being usurped by
the second-to-market brand with a
stronger strategic plan.

Where are we going?

Developing a clear picture of the
brand’s goals and ambitions provides
the entire team with an objective
measurement for success. While a
financial target is the most obvious

goal, it is also important to consider
both the global and local vision 
for the brand.

A good vision provides direction
and is aspirational and achievable. 
It should be unique to the brand 
and inspire the brand team. A well-
thought-out picture of the future
provides an overarching framework
for brand imperatives and strategies.

How will we get there?

Once we have taken the time to
thoroughly understand the current
situation, both internally and
externally, and gained alignment
across functions on the vision for
the brand, we can begin developing
strategies. A strategic imperative or
strategy should serve as a direction,
plan, guide, or course of action into
the future that positions the brand
for a distinct competitive advantage.
Strategic imperatives will answer
the following question: 
“What are we going to do to address
the key issues for our brand?” 

It is worth noting that plans must be
able to adapt to the unanticipated
changes that are sure to occur in 
the real world, so the strategic
imperatives should provide clear
direction while also being flexible
enough to allow for course correc-
tions if necessary.

What’s different? 

The process described above is not
unique, but having the discipline 
to adhere to it often is. Paying
attention to each step along the way
and giving each enough time leads
to the development of an effective
brand plan. Here are some common
pitfalls to watch out for and tips for
success.

Pitfalls to watch out for:

• Marketing is in a silo 
Brand plans and brand value 
propositions are developed without
considering cross-functional input
and implications

• The doctor is king 
The influence of emerging 
stakeholders, and how precious 
resources need to be allocated 
against them, is not considered

• Brand teams don’t talk 
Brand messaging in one business 
unit contradicts the message of 
another

• Brand teams do not spend adequate
time considering each step in the
planning process 
Teams neglect to review the inter-
nal and external environments 
and their implications for the key 
issues and strategic imperatives. 
Brainstorming tactics based on 
out-of-date issues and strategies 
is a waste of time

• Brands launch without a sufficient
value proposition for payers 
There is a lack of understanding 
of the evolving payer environment
and how patients can access the 
brand

• Too little, too late on life cycle
Brand teams don’t plan long term 
to ensure that life-cycle, regulatory,
and clinical plans produce the 
data they need for local regulatory
filing and market access. Or, loss 
of exclusivity strategies are consid-
ered way too late

• Strategy is too focused on 
competitors 
The brand plan is playing catch-
up instead of charting its own 
course
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Tips for success:

• Consider all stakeholders 
From prescriber to payer to 
patient, get to know what drives 
behaviour, understand how the 
brand aligns with those stake-
holders, and agree on how to
allocate resources accordingly

• Play to your strengths 
Consider what gives you the 
greatest competitive advantage 

• Uncover synergies 
Identify the overlaps within the 
organization, including therapeu-
tic areas and functional areas. 
How can the brand do more with 
less?

• Encourage input and open debate 
from all the cross-functional team
members at every step of brand 
plan development— from strategy
creation to tactical planning

• Make trade-offs 
Smaller sales forces and smaller 
budgets require tough decisions. 
Don’t be afraid to say no to 
opportunities if they are not 
aligned with strategy

• Make sure the planning process 
is designed so that teams have 
time to consider each step and 
devote their best thinking to 
every aspect

Adherence to the discipline of a
robust planning process helps
avoid pitfalls and ensures the
development and execution of a
winning brand plan. 


