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Can Strategic
Marketing be
Measured?
Mike Rea

Executive summary
In an industry where analyses suggest that only one launched drug in four repays
its investment, there is a significant need to measure marketing effectiveness.
The past decade has seen an increasing realisation that ‘commercialisation’ and
‘development’ are one and the same. Yet the overwhelming majority of proprietary
measurement tools focus their attention on elements within the tactical marketing
mix, but are unable to examine the effectiveness of strategic marketing.
This Expert Review argues that marketing has a role to play in identifying,
redirecting and appropriately commercialising the three drugs in four that currently
stay below the cumulative break-even line, and that ensuring the quality of
strategic marketing is of pivotal consequence to the success or failure of a brand.
Furthermore, leaving assessment of the strength of strategic planning to beyond
the implementation of promotional campaigns, and ultimately to a point beyond
product launch, is far from optimal in ensuring an appropriate return on overall
investment.
This review also puts the case for earlier implementation of rigorous, externally
triangulated assessment of strategic marketing plans, to ensure that brand
trajectory is fully optimised.
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Introduction
It has been said that the only way to measure marketing is to “do
it, wait and see what happens and measure that.” This is one step
on from the infamous statement by William Hesketh Lever, “Half the
money I spend on advertising is wasted, and the trouble is I don’t
know which half”. Within an industry in which analyses suggest
that only one launched drug in four repays its investment, there is
clearly a significant need to measure the effectiveness of marketing
to ensure that resourcing is appropriate, both in terms of scale and
direction. With such high stakes, the pharmaceutical industry has
begun to embrace the more active concept of measuring the impact and effectiveness of
the components in the marketing and sales mix, and applying the lessons learned. This
kind of marketing audit is becoming more commonplace in an increasingly cost-driven
environment. Indeed, there are now few scenarios in the life cycle of a pharmaceutical brand
where a watchful-waiting approach would ultimately be considered an appropriate risk.
Pharmaceutical marketing, in contrast to consumer-orientated disciplines, was once
considered to have a relatively back-seat role to play in the success or failure of a product.
In such a model, the compound, as opposed to the brand, was considered to lie at the
core of sales success, and was the factor that underpinned whether a product rose above
the break-even point. This model assumed that the strength of the product lay within its
pharmacology and clinical evidence base, rather than in how the brand was built and
communicated to key prescribing audiences.
The past decade or so has, however, seen significant changes in the perception and
practices of pharmaceutical companies in driving products to market, with an increasing
realisation that commercialisation and development are one and the same, implying an
equal partnership between brand and product development. Although such an approach is
widespread, the depth and timing of such integration remains variable within even the top
10 pharmaceutical companies, demonstrating that company reporting structures can still
potentially hamper best practice in product commercialisation.
Mike Rea
March 2006

About the author
Mike Rea is CEO of Q2/IDEA Group, a leading consultancy group in pharmaceutical
marketing, which includes ID Pharma, IDEA Pharma Consulting and Q2 Audit.
He has worked in international healthcare communications for almost 20 years,
and has developed global marketing solutions for most of the world’s top 10
pharmaceutical companies. Mike’s principal point of interest is the incorporation of
best practice into pharmaceutical marketing strategy, and he has helped lead the
strategic direction of over 50 pharmaceutical brands.
Mike is the author of Medical Marketing Manual: Branding Pharmaceuticals, is a
frequent expert reference for articles on pharmaceutical branding and has chaired
several international conferences on pharmaceutical marketing.
Mike can be contacted at: mike.rea@q2ltd.com

4

Rea M. Can Strategic Marketing be Measured? March 2006. www.KeywordPharma.com

Can Strategic Marketing
be Measured?
Measuring marketing
The overwhelming majority of proprietary measurement
tools available from external agencies to measure
return on investment (ROI), and indeed those created
internally by pharmaceutical companies, focus their
attention on elements within the tactical marketing
mix. Many ROI measures can provide an indication
of the cost-effectiveness of, for example, a public
relations programme or a sales-force campaign. The
challenge has always been that marketing is regarded
as successful or unsuccessful when a product outsells
its target or outperforms its market. However, this is
an amalgamated, distal outcome that measures a
composite of inputs to the marketing plan. Thus, it is
impossible to distinguish whether the marketing strategy,
tactics, or both, have led to a successful or unsuccessful
outcome.

ROI measures are not able to
examine the effectiveness of strategic
marketing, which should underpin all
tactical elements used in promotional
campaigns
Such measures are therefore not able to examine the
effectiveness of strategic marketing – the strategy that
should underpin all tactical elements used in promotional
campaigns. A wealth of information is therefore
generated on whether individual tactical elements have
proven their worth in driving product sales. Little or no
data are typically available on whether strategic elements
such as the product positioning and brand essence are
of sufficient quality to ensure that the tactical elements
they inform have a high chance of impacting the market.
Validation of these strategic elements is typically
conducted through a combination of internal critique and
Delphi-style consensus, and market research with target
audience groups. It is commonly perceived that there
is no other way in which the quality of these strategic
elements, and the return on the quantity of investment,
can be measured. This is exacerbated by the timing of
strategic planning, which by its nature precedes product
launch, preventing analysis of its effectiveness on
product revenues.
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Defining marketing
Before something can be measured, it needs to be
defined more closely. There are a number of traditional
definitions of marketing (Table 1), and although
marketing is clearly hard to define, from these attempts
at definition it can be seen that marketing relies upon a
number of factors:
• The analysis of customers, competitors and the
product.
• Combining this understanding to identify market
segments:
• consumers (e.g. primary versus secondary care;
analysis of payers, whether private or public)
• what customer needs are; what products or
services might be developed to meet their needs
• how consumers might prefer to use the products
and services
• in pharmaceuticals, what patient types and
subtypes can be segmented (e.g. patients with
major depression as a type; those with severe
treatment-resistant depression as a subtype).
• Deciding on targeting the most profitable segment(s).
• How to design and describe the product such that
customers/clients will buy from the organisation,
rather than from its competitors: the unique value
proposition.
• Positioning the product.
“Marketing is the process of planning and executing the
conception, pricing, promotion and distribution of ideas,
goods and services to create exchanges that satisfy
individuals and organisational objectives.”
American Marketing Association, 1985
“Marketing is a human activity directed at satisfying needs
and wants through the exchange process.”
Kotler, 1972
The all-embracing function that links the business with
customer needs and wants in order to get the right product
to the right place at the right time.
The achievement of corporate goals through meeting and
exceeding customer needs better than the competition.
The management process that identifies, anticipates and
supplies customer requirements efficiently and profitably.
Marketing may be defined as a set of human activities
directed at facilitating and consummating exchanges.
Table 1. Traditional definitions of marketing.
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Fig. 1. Strategic versus
tactical marketing: the
concept of gearing.

• How the company or products should be identified to
be most identifiable (i.e. naming and branding).
• Delivering on the positioning through the provision of
studies designed to yield claims within appropriate
indications, and communication of the brand to
consumers via campaigns, which can include
advertising, public relations, sales and customer
service.
• What pricing mechanism and approach should be
used:
• how each of the target markets might choose to
access the product, etc.
• how much customers/clients might be willing to pay
and how.
• Making a commercial return.
All of this was characterised many years ago by Kotler1
as the 4Ps:
• Product – making what customers want
• Place – delivering it via the channels they want to use
• Promotion – making them aware of its existence
• Price – making it available at a price they will pay.

Marketing does not
equal promotion
From these definitions, it is clear that marketing does
not equal promotion. Promotion is clearly an important
component of what constitutes marketing, but it is
only one component. Furthermore, as segmentation,
positioning and branding provide the direction for
promotion, these strategic components can be
considered to have greater significance than promotion
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per se. In addition, strategic marketing has an impact
much earlier in the process than promotion, and may do
so at a time when no sales-based measure of success
is available in the pre-launch phase. Thus, strategy is
analogous to the marketing foundations that support
the edifice of promotion – the visible component of
the marketing strategy. As with any structure, a solid
foundation is key to the success of the edifice that it
supports.
Another analogy for the influence of the marketing
strategy over the tactical elements that it informs is
the concept of gearing. On a bicycle, changing up or
down a gear in the rear wheel cassette has a lot less
effect than changing up or down a gear at the crank
(Fig. 1). Strategic marketing can be considered as
the crank: minor changes at this level have a more
significant impact on progress than tinkering with tactics
at the rear wheel cassette. An excellent sales and
promotional programme will still struggle if, for example,
the positioning, segmentation, chosen indications and
pricing are ineffective (or low-geared), whereas a basic
programme may suffice if these strategic components
are high-geared. This model also suggests that
assessment of any one element of the tactical mix for
different drugs could be misleading, as the strategic
context and gearing will inevitably differ. The model then
introduces the concept of contingency: the success or
failure of components of the tactical mix is contingent
upon the gearing set by the strategic programme.

The success or failure of components
of the tactical mix is contingent
upon the gearing set by the strategic
programme
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Defining investment
There are a number of ways to consider investment. As
commercialisation of pharmaceuticals is fundamentally
all that pharmaceutical companies do, typically the
financial cost to an organisation for a given activity is by
far the most widely accepted definition. However, cost
is a blunt tool: it has a floor, so all cost is always greater
than zero and, furthermore, only cost that is offset by
return is regarded as investment. Investment in research
and development (R&D) is a well-understood risk in the
industry, because there is a hard, proximal output in
terms of the numbers of candidates that populate the
pipeline. It is clear therefore that if $X billion is invested
in pre-clinical and early-phase development, and
Y compounds make it to market delivering $Z billion in
sales, a simple model of ROI can be constructed. In
contrast, most senior industry figures have developed
the view that it is impossible to measure investment in
strategic marketing in terms of its cost: good decision
making costs the same as poor decision making,
rendering invalid the hypothesis that the level of upfront investment is a predictor of success. Defining
investment in strategy is therefore more complex than an
assessment of cost of headcount and external expertise
used to formulate strategy.

Defining ROI

campaigns of a similar type could therefore result in a
poor outcome, as the quality of subsequent campaigns
may not match the capital investment.
If the traditional ROI hypothesis is written as ‘altering
a financial investment produces a causative increase
or decrease in financial return’, and this is applied
to strategic marketing, it immediately and evidently
becomes invalid – spending $X behind a poor decision
has a significantly different outcome than spending $X
behind the right decision. Once stated this way, the
fallacy that all marketing is measurable using a financial
scale is evident. Strategic marketing is primarily a qualitybased parameter, where financial inputs are decoupled
from quality outputs. Therefore, a measure of quality
is essential as an end in itself. Once this assertion is
accepted, the goal of defining a quality measure, and the
importance to pharmaceutical companies of doing so,
is evident. A brand with an average or below benchmark
quality measure or gearing will never compete with a
brand spending as much but with a marketing strategy of
superior quality.

The increasing number of failures
at regulatory submission may result
directly from failures of strategic
marketing

Quality is as important as quantity
The increasing noise surrounding ROI in the
pharmaceutical industry reflects a basic tenet: you can
only measure parameters for which you have a yardstick
available. However, the essential premise underlying
ROI is that investment is a measurable single parameter,
and that return is measurable on the same scale.
Furthermore, the hypothesis presumes that investment
is modified by the way in which that investment is
conducted; that is:
return = X x investment for a given input
where X is the factor or factors that modify the
relationship between investment and return: the
X factor that determines whether ROI is high or low.
Overwhelmingly, therefore, the equation has been
considered as a financial calculation, and various
measures have attempted to translate non-financial
surrogates into a financial value, to determine the X factor
(e.g. frequency of advertising leading to awareness). This
approach, however, is analogous to trying to determine
how fast a car goes by examining only its price. Cost is
clearly not the only measure of investment: an expensive
car can be slow and an inexpensive one fast. Quality, as
well as quantity, is therefore of paramount importance.
In the pharmaceutical industry context, this ROI model
would assume that an inexpensive campaign with a
successful outcome would have a better ROI than
an expensive campaign. However, the quality of the
inexpensive campaign could have been the deciding
factor rather than the cost. Commissioning multiple
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Many recent examples suggest that increasing number
of failures at regulatory submission may result directly
from failures of strategic marketing: these failures have
been in the quality of decision making, which has had a
multiplicative negative effect on the level of investment.
These failures have had a substantial effect on top-line
product sales and, perhaps most importantly, have
impacted on patients. Two recent examples have both
involved a failure to power studies adequately, or initiate
separate studies to examine subgroups of patients who
may accrue benefits, or greater benefits, from a particular
agent.
Relenza® – although the influenza agent Relenza
(GlaxoSmithKline) was shown to confer benefits in
reducing time off work in a heterogeneous patient
population, the lack of robust evidence for benefit in
reducing significant morbidity or mortality in those
at most risk (elderly patients, especially those with
underlying respiratory disease), where payers perceived
the benefit of Relenza to lie, prevented a smooth
approval: one from which Relenza has never recovered.
In this example, the US Food and Drugs Administration
rejected the original submission that demonstrated
clinically marginal benefits in a population that had a very
wide age range, with the majority of individuals being fit
and well prior to their influenza. At the committee stage,
the small number of patients included in the studies likely
to have serious sequelae from influenza (respiratory
failure and death) was highlighted, and GlaxoSmithKline
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Fig. 2. Context is important
in determining investment
levels.

was asked to conduct further studies before approval
would be granted.
Iressa® – the chemotherapy agent Iressa (AstraZeneca)
is another example. Although the overall patient
populations examined showed no significant benefit
from Iressa in later trials, it is evident that there may be
subpopulations of patients who do benefit. However,
the studies were not formally designed to test this
hypothesis, and so the opportunity to appropriately
position the drug in a population with a favourable risk/
benefit profile was missed.
Each of these situations would have been avoidable
with a more robust and effective commercial strategy.
Conversely, there is no doubt that the drivers behind
the considerable success of Lipitor® (Pfizer), used for
the treatment of high cholesterol and triglyceride levels,
were qualitative (positioning, brand message, redefinition
of efficacy, aggressive trial programme), multiplied by
significant investment. Even at a mundane level, a wellorganised and objective-led advisory meeting will cost
the same as one with no clear objectives. There is, it
seems, little alternative but for the industry to attempt to
rate quality independently of cost.

Context, not just the level of
investment, is important
The concept of gearing also applies to the context
into which a drug is being launched. It is impossible to
compare directly the effect of a marketing campaign for
one drug with that of another, even in the same class,
because the context differs. As illustrated in Fig. 2, the
kind of market into which the drug is being launched
will affect the way that investment provides a return. A
product being launched with desirable attributes into an
area of high unmet need will have a very different return
curve than one being launched into a saturated market,
where promotion may need to outstrip the competition
before seeing any level of return. Therefore the extent
of investment appropriate in one scenario does not
translate into another.
The competitive environment is clearly also an issue
when examining the appropriate level of investment.
In the traditional ROI equation, investment is always
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a positive value: this assumes that any degree of
investment has a positive effect. In reality, the level
of investment has to be compared with others in the
market to ascertain whether it is above or below industry
standard. There is a cost to be ‘in the game’, and there
is the possibility that spending below that amount has a
cumulative negative effect. For example, investment in
the sales force is clearly contingent upon the competitor
investment. There is not a direct linear relationship
between the first dollar of spend and the millionth:
spending less than the competition has to be viewed
differently than spending more, in terms of the expected
output.

The kind of market into which the
drug is being launched will affect the
way that investment provides a return
Considered further, there are clearly a large number
of variables which will also impact the gearing of any
promotional activity, including:
• the compound’s positive and negative attributes
• the target audiences and how they segment
• the presence or absence of direct or indirect
competition
• the licensed indications, and the clinical endpoints
chosen
• the alignment of the brand’s positioning with the goals
of the audiences
• the cost-effectiveness within the chosen indications.
These and other variables mean that any comparison
between drugs must examine the complexity of the
context within which they are performing before deciding
upon the effectiveness of the promotional activity.
A highly geared strategic programme will give the
impression that certain promotional activities are working
well, when the same promotional activities work less well
for lower-geared brands.
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The importance of
measuring strategic
versus tactical marketing
Marketing as a discipline within the pharmaceutical
industry often occupies a somewhat uncomfortable
position between R&D and sales. In the past, the
pharmaceutical industry has tended to use a narrower
definition of marketing than is ideal, with a focus more
upon activities that have a direct cost or a proximal
marker of effect (e.g. advertising measured by increased
awareness; sales promotional activities measured by
immediate effect on sales). However, most marketing,
particularly strategic marketing, has only a distal
impact on sales. The emphasis in the industry has
been shifting, however, from serendipitous discovery
to targeted discovery, not only in the R&D sense of
designer molecules, but also in the commercialisation
sense of designing molecules more directly aligned with
market need. The tighter regulatory environment has
meant heavier at-risk investment in development, while
also narrowing the commercial opportunity (narrower
indications with more patients in trials before licensing),
so decisions made a priori about targets and commercial
opportunity are acquiring greater significance than in
the past. This should move the pharmaceutical model
ever closer to the consumer models discussed in these
definitions, where strategic analysis, valuation and
decisions on commercialisation are regarded as part
of the matrix with R&D, and therefore as part of the
investment to be measured.

Most marketing, particularly strategic
marketing, has only a distal impact
on sales
As we have seen, strategic marketing is a significantly
more powerful lever for market success or failure than
tactical or promotional marketing. Strategic decisions
have been responsible for all major successes and
failures in the pharmaceutical industry in recent years.
The lack of measures that can be used to predict
the likely success or failure of strategic decisions
that provide the foundations for subsequent clinical
development, and more distally promotion, represents
a significant area of risk for the pharmaceutical industry.
It is unsustainable for strategic marketing to continue
without a measure of effectiveness in an industry that
typically lives within 20–30-year investment horizons,
and where billions of dollars are invested in R&D with the
expectation of a significant ROI. Commercial decisions,
including choice of therapeutic area, candidate selection,
target product profile, target patient profile, definition
and measures of efficacy and positioning, all need to
be made as early as Phase I. There has, however, been
no way to test the strategy or the plans that inform
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these decisions. Clearly, waiting 5–10 years to assess
the quality of the pre-launch or strategic marketing is
undesirable, as it allows no time for corrective action to
be taken.

Strategic marketing is a significantly
more powerful lever for market
success or failure than tactical or
promotional marketing
Redefining measures
of marketing
Objectively measuring quality
Given the lack of hard endpoints, it is tempting to
conclude that it is impossible to measure quality in
strategic marketing, and that the X factor or factors are
beyond the definable. To be content with this conclusion,
however, ignores the truth behind the powerful statement
‘hope is not a strategy’. As we have seen, many billions
of dollars of investors’ money lie on laboratory floors
as a result of this seemingly impossible task. However,
lessons from many industries point towards a way to
overcome the difficulties in defining a quality measure.
Some industries struggle with a harder task: knowing
what ‘good’ looks like is often based upon collective,
subjective judgements (e.g. in the entertainment industry,
winemaking or tea production). In the pharmaceutical
industry, however, drawing conclusions from success
or failure is a much more objective prospect. Forensic
case studies of deceptively successful compounds, or
unpredicted failures, as well as moderate performers,
yield many lessons for the experienced investigator.
The obfuscating factor in forensic examination of
pharmaceutical case studies is the contingent nature
of strategic marketing – a compound’s positioning is
dependent upon the quality of the market research,
advisory meetings and assumptions about the probable
attributes, as well as the quality of the process of deriving
the positioning. However, that key insight provides the
first guide: looking for a single metric or template that
works across all brands would be impossible – like
attempting to tune a piano by tightening or loosening all
the strings at the same time. So, the first imperative is
defined: a measuring scale must allow for each brand
to be evaluated against its own objectives and within
its own context. It is also essential to look beyond the
binary: for example, simply having a positioning is
not in itself predictive of success or failure; having a
systematically derived positioning with properly tested
insight, premises and assumptions, and a best practicebased approach is, however, a component of successful
brands and one that is lacking in unsuccessful brands.
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That is, positioning quality is a robust, causative and
predictive component of success. Building up a quality
construct or qualitative index from such components,
therefore, produces a more specific picture of quality
than was previously available. Developing a robust
qualitative index is then a function of identifying an
exhaustive set of components, all of which must be
present and of testable individual quality. This approach
results in an objective yardstick that has both validity and
reproducibility, allowing valid comparisons to be made of
the quality of marketing between brands.

the all-important competitor environment. There is little
point being ranked the best amongst a portfolio of poor
brands.

A measuring scale must allow for
each brand to be evaluated against
its own objectives and within its own
context

There are two requirements therefore: a full independent
audit (to investigate fully the strategic marketing plans
and other testable components) and a rating scale
triangulated across the whole industry, measuring
qualitative and quantitative components against a
benchmark score. This is an important consideration
in an era in which senior management needs to know
more than the clinical data to make a judgement about a
brand’s prospects. Many recent high-profile compounds
that have delivered against their clinical objectives have
spectacularly underperformed against their commercial
objectives. The independent qualitative and quantitative
assessment therefore provides a level of detail that
complements both internal expertise and the more
traditional analytics by providing an understanding of
the gearing of the strategic programme that underlies
the tactical programme (Fig. 3). Importantly, it provides
a proximal marker of effectiveness well before any
measurement of impact could take place.

Objectively measuring investment
Constructing an investment, or quantitative, index is
relatively more straightforward, although still complex.
It begins with a hypothesis that no two brands face the
same challenge: therefore a valid quantitative index
must be built upon elements that are standardised
against objectives and historical parameters. For
example, an undifferentiated ‘me-too’ brand in Phase 3
being launched into a primary care market has different
imperatives than a novel transplant immunosuppressant
in Phase 1. There are many historical analogues and
financial models that provide benchmarks for investment
in each case.

Constructing a standardised
measurement scale
There are two ways to apply measurement to a
marketing plan: with complex feedback, or with reference
to a standardised scale. Many internal processes already
rely upon internal experts from senior personnel to
provide complex and constructive feedback on strategic
marketing. However, such processes are typically limited
by time, which then limits a full audit of the premises,
assumptions and testable components within any plan.
Furthermore, such a review struggles to make reference
to the competitive landscape, and must ‘take as read’
the claims within the plans.
A self-referential review, which does not apply the
same scale used to rate competitors, yields less
valuable information for senior management, analysts
and the brand team itself as it makes no reference
to the environment. Yet many measures of marketing
excellence employed within the pharmaceutical industry
compare one brand with others from the same company.
Such an approach may provide a ranking of compounds,
but provides no information on how they stand within
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There are two requirements therefore:
a full independent audit and a rating
scale triangulated across the whole
industry

Conclusions
Measuring marketing is increasingly becoming
an essential component of pharmaceutical
commercialisation, yet analytics applied only to
tactical marketing focus too much attention on the less
significant components in the mix. The gearing provided
by the strategic component of any programme far
outweighs that found within promotional activity. The
strategic component of commercialisation is significant
in its complexity and reflects the large number of
variables in context, opportunity and qualitative decision
making that have an impact on eventual market success
and return on overall investment.
Traditionally, analyses of strategic quality have been
conducted individually, and without reference to a
scale that allows comparison between brands, and
within the same brand’s programme over time. Such
measures have almost exclusively been quantitative and,
by focusing on sales return alone, have been unable
to assess pre-launch strategic decision making until
its impact, either positive or negative, has been felt.
Furthermore, until a qualitative index was developed,
it was almost impossible to standardise measurement
of strategic marketing. Companies using this index use
it in the way that they use Good Clinical Practice – to
ensure that their processes are deployed robustly and
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Qualitative index

✔
Quantitative evaluation ✘

✔
Quantitative evaluation ✔

Qualitative evaluation

Qualitative evaluation

Quantitative index

0
✘
Quantitative evaluation ✘

2

Fig. 3. Independent
assessment of both quality
and quantity of strategic
marketing provides a more
robust assessment of how a
brand is likely to perform.

✘
Quantitative evaluation ✔

Qualitative evaluation

Qualitative evaluation

0
efficiently on each brand and to assess each brand’s
strategic programme for its ability to effectively gear the
promotional activity.
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