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filgrastim (Neupogen)

bevacizumab (Avastin)

Source: Drug Channels Institute analysis of Bernstein Research and IQVIA data. Data show combined unit market share of 
biosimilars for named reference products through July 2020. Volume share for Neupogen biosimilars includes Granix 
(tbo-filgrastim).

Published on Drug Channels (www.DrugChannels.net) on October 6, 2020.
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Introduction

It is time for biosimilars to stop defending  
and start branding. When biosimilars  
first became available, their all-consuming 
struggle was establishing legitimacy as 
replacements for originator (“reference”) 
biologics. But now that biosimilars have 
achieved broad acceptance and market 
penetration, the rules of competition  
are in flux. Branding, in particular, is 
becoming an essential element in  
achieving market success. 

There is overwhelming evidence that the battle for belief in biosimilar efficacy and safety  
has been won. Market statistics demonstrate the success biosimilars have had in proving  
to audiences that they can replace blockbuster biologicals. Despite fierce patent litigation 
battles with originator companies, competition has heated up, with six biosimilars of Humira 
(adulimumab), two of Avastin (bevacizumab), five separate biosimilar brands of Epogen (epoetin 
alfa), two of Enbrel (etanercept), seven brands of Neupogen (filgrastim), five brands of Remicade 
(infliximab), six brands of Rituxan (rituximab), and five of Herceptin (trastuzumab) marketed in 
the EU or U.S. as of mid-2020. As of July 2020, 66 biosimilars are on the European Medicines 
Authority list of approved medications, and 29 biosimilars have been approved by the Food  
and Drug Administration, most recently Riabni (rituximab-arrx) on Dec. 17, 2020.1 In the U.S., 
substitution of biosimilars for reference biologics saved an annualized $6.5 billion by second-
quarter 2020, with savings projected to reach more than $100 billion over the following five 
years.2 Although the COVID-19 pandemic has slowed the pace of biosimilar approvals, the 
pipeline continues to fill, and their share of the biologics market is growing (see Figure 1).3

Figure 1. Market Share of Provider-Administered Biosimilars, 2016 to 2020

In several instances, biosimilars have even become preferred brands on payer formularies. For 
example, since October 2019, United Healthcare has required patients covered by its Medicare 
Advantage policies to use Kanjinti (trastuzumab-anns) and Mvasi (bevacizumab-awwb) prior to 
using the respective reference compounds, Herceptin (trastuzumab) and Avastin (bevacizumab) 
or other biosimilars.4

While it may seem counterintuitive that commodity products need strong branding to compete, 
companies who are cracking the code of how to brand their biosimilars are reaping substantial 
benefits. Yet many biosimilar marketing approaches today still seem stuck fighting yesterday’s 
conflicts, not only leaving potential value unrealized but also paradoxically eroding the confidence 
they seek to imbue. If you are seen to be vigorously defending something as basic and generally 
accepted as your product’s integrity, you inevitably stir up doubts about it. As Ronald Reagan once 
wrote, “If you’re explaining, you’re losing”—losing not just the audience’s goodwill, but the chance 
to tell something else that is meaningful and important. Messages about biosimilars today should 
reinforce their brands, not their pharmacologic pedigrees. 

It is time for biosimilars  
to stop defending and 
start branding. 
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BRANDING: IT MAKES YOUR BIOSIMILARS MAKE A DIFFERENCE

Avenues to Biosimilar Differentiation

For every major biologic with expired market exclusivity there 
are now multiple biosimilars, primarily competing with each 
other on price. Their messaging almost exclusively focuses on 
their equivalence to originator biologics, referencing the totality 
of analytic and other evidence. But, is stating the obvious the 
best that they can do? 
 
With competition increasing, the time is ripe for biosimilars to move on from defensive postures 
and become true challenger brands, not mere low-cost knockoffs of costly originators. Profitably 
driving customer preference over both originator brands and competing biosimilars may 
depend on building differentiation around other issues that are relevant and valuable to 
customers, tapping into other motivators, and reframing benefits. Some approaches to  
consider include:

Reframe the price/cost equation  
Talk about lower prices in terms of expanded access to address unmet need 
health inequities. Biosimilar buyers need to have both a reason to want the 
product and a reason to want to interact with the company providing it. What 
does it really mean to make biologic medicines more affordable? The “why” 
behind lowering costs of biologic therapies touches on a belief, particularly in 
the U.S., that the best medicines are only available to the wealthiest patients. 
Redressing this perceived disparity could tap powerful themes of justice and 
equity. The affordability of biosimilars can mean that patients who were 
previously forced by economic concerns to skip doses or compromise care  
can now get some of medicine’s most advanced and powerful therapies. This 
message is particularly relevant for therapeutics that extend survival or, like 
insulins, require lifelong administration. Few biosimilar brands today, however, 
have referenced this populist narrative.

Share the economic gains  
Some decision makers, such as clinicians who perform in-office infusions 
and mark up the costs of the infused medications, may not actually save 
money when biosimilars replace reference biologics; in some situations, 
they may actually experience revenue loss. To ensure that stakeholders 
have incentives rather than punishments for employing a biosimilar brand, 
biosimilar manufacturers have engaged in gain-sharing initiatives in countries 
where regulations permit it. In one U.K. case, for example, additional nursing 
resources were made possible by a biosimilar company through an active 
redistribution of the cost savings made possible to the system.

Highlight supply-side benefit 
Shortages of drugs, particularly those for patients with life-threatening 
conditions, deeply trouble every level of pharmaceutical decision makers,  
from policy suites all the way to patients’ bedsides. Shortages not only put 
patients in danger, but also can force clinicians into ethical quandaries over 
who should receive the few available doses. A lack of medicine can also create 
effective monopolies and support high prices. Biosimilar makers whose 
branding messages can reflect a promise of uninterrupted supply—based  
on such concrete factors as production capacity, distribution, supply chain 
robustness and multiplicity—may tip the scales in their favor.

And, while all biosimilars must meet GMP standards, how these complex 
molecules are grown, harvested, purified and packaged may be relevant to 
those institutional customers who remember outbreaks of contamination in 
the generics world, such as what Mylan experienced in 2019 with valsartan 
manufacturing facilities in India5 or the NMDA contamination that pulled 
ranitidine from shelves worldwide. A reputation of many years of production 
with no recalls or contamination can be a powerful reassurance, even though 
errors can happen anywhere, anytime.

Inspire confidence  
Managed care companies and health authorities eagerly support adoption  
and use of biosimilars as a cost-saving measure, but may encounter resistance 
from poorly-informed clinicians and patients. Biosimilar makers who help 
convert hesitant audiences into biosimilar believers could become a staunch 
ally to these commercial and institutional stakeholders, particularly as new 
categories open up and new clinician/patient audiences arise. 
 
Similarly, being the source for pragmatic answers, coupled with outreach that 
pre-empts questions by providers and patients—such as making it easy to 
switch from originator biologics to biosimilars—eases the burden on managed 
care. Biosimilar insulin makers who decide to brand themselves as allies of 
nurses and diabetes educators, for example, have the potential to earn trust. 
There is also an opportunity to form a win-win relationship with pharmacists, 
many of whom may be in a position to advocate for and educate about the 
conversion to biosimilars at an institutional/pharmacy and therapeutics 
committee level.
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Improve the customer experience  
Act differently and process customer interactions 
differently from other manufacturers. When what 
you sell is essentially identical (in ingredients),  
how you sell it is a key avenue to differentiation. 
Make it simpler to do business with you. Make 
it more pleasant to interact with your people. 
Eliminate hassles other sellers impose. Makers of 
biosimilars can innovate on packaging and delivery 
and on how the product is stored or invoiced; 
they can make it simpler for medical offices to 
get authorization or claim reimbursement. They 
can provide one-stop sourcing for several major 
biologicals in a therapeutic indication, as one 
manufacturer has done in breast cancer. They can 
also provide dosage sizes that increase convenience 
in dispensing and administering. Many touchpoints 
along the path to the patient are available for 
biosimilar branders to claim.

Advance medical care  
Investing in research that takes an existing biological and makes it more  
useful to clinicians and patients—developing so-called “biobetters”—is another 
way to differentiate in crowded biologics markets. As an example, Celltrion 
in the EU has taken the initiative of developing and testing a subcutaneous 
version of infliximab, making it easier and less costly to administer than its 
reference biologic (Remicade).

Rethink engagement models  
When differentiation focuses on the overall customer experience instead  
of the specifics of the molecule, sales forces can dominate competitors through 
innovative service models. These models deploy highly skilled and focused  
key account managers supplemented by less costly service representatives  
and strong digital support to provide best-in-class customer support.

These and similar approaches address the fundamental principle that successful marketers  
of commodities have learned: a brand is not just the product that comes off the assembly line, 
but the sum of experiences and expectations customers associate with the product, its maker 
and its use in their lives.

Make it simpler to do 
business with you. Make it 
more pleasant to interact 
with your people. Eliminate 
hassles other sellers  
impose.

‘Branded house’ approach

As an overall rule, branding of this sort is more likely to occur at a corporate or division level 
rather than an individual product level. Most stakeholders probably do not have the time or 
energy to engage with each biosimilar on an individual branded level, but they do care about 
where it comes from. This applies particularly to newcomers with no track record to vouch for 
their bona fide brands. With such a “branded house” versus “house of brands” approach, the 
attributes that anchor these brand promises typically relate to company characteristics and 
choices, not differences in the therapeutic effect or safety of the product. 

A corollary is that the customer’s experience of the biosimilar brand is not just what is seen  
on the website or marketing materials, but also how the people at all levels of the maker’s 
company, from the shipping clerk to the CEO, are felt to interact with customers. Biosimilar 
differentiation and branding touches internal training and public relations as much as it  
informs commercial messaging. 
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Conclusion 

Especially when there are multiple competitors, saying that you are the same is not enough.  
The biosimilar sector is waking up to the realization that simply offering a lower price is not the 
effortless road to riches it once may have seemed. Those seeking to win tenders and secure a 
preferred place on formularies clearly need to invest in marketing and field sales to gain a presence 
in the market and realize their ambitions. They also need a more compelling story to tell than 
justifications defending their mere existence. Crafting that story and calibrating the appropriate 
level of investment have become urgent priorities for every biosimilar team.
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How much to spend on biosimilar branding?

The level of investment needed in branding biosimilars depends on the potential incremental 
profit obtainable via differentiation, a complex calculation that must factor in the relative 
influence of audience segments, channel selection, countermeasures by originators and other 
competitors and market size considerations, among others. Production values matter, too: 
cutting corners in execution of marketing communication materials can send the opposite of 
the intended messages, eroding consumer confidence. How your communication looks and 
feels is as important in communicating your brand as what you are saying, a phenomenon 
sometimes called “meta-communication.” When advertising intended to reassure readers 
about the quality of biosimilars looks as unprofessional as that of a local car dealership,  
the net effect can be negative. So, too, can be the impact of less-than-stellar customer service. 
There is an obvious tradeoff, however; the more that is spent on marketing, the less profit is 
available in markets with declining prices. Too much investment defeats the purpose of 
bringing biosimilars to market, and some major players have elected to back away from 
biosimilars entirely as a result.

One approach to resolving the dilemma is to make a substantial one-time investment in 
production values for a long-lasting, overarching, high-quality template that will embrace 
multiple product entries, thereby amortizing production costs over a broader base than  
one-off single-product launches might justify.

Best practice example: Amgen
In the U.S., Amgen is among the biosimilar leaders recognizing the opportunity biosimilar 
branding affords, particularly in the oncology space. They see that to succeed, they must 
establish confidence not just in making biosimilars, but in the extended product that the 
Amgen name stands for. Their publication, 2020 Biosimilar Trends Report, cites the following  
as factors driving biosimilar uptake: “manufacturer reputation for producing high-quality 
products, reliably supplying these products and understanding provider and payer clinical, 
economic and operational needs and decision-making drivers.”6

They see that to succeed, they must 
establish confidence not just in making 
biosimilars, but in the extended product 
that the Amgen name stands for.
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The Syneos Health Biosimilars Consortium
At Syneos Health, we take a holistic view of biosimilar drug development and commercialization, leveraging the expertise of our Biosimilar 
Consortium. Established in 2011, the Consortium is a cross-functional team of biosimilars experts, including therapeutic physician specialists, 
biosimilar operational experts, regulatory consultants, biosimilar CMC experts, pre-clinical scientists and commercial consultants, who can partner 
with you to develop the optimal clinical development and commercial strategy to maximize the value of your asset.

About Syneos Health
Syneos Health® (Nasdaq:SYNH) is the only fully integrated biopharmaceutical solutions organization. The Company, including a Contract Research 
Organization (CRO) and Contract Commercial Organization (CCO), is purpose-built to accelerate customer performance to address modern 
market realities. We bring together approximately 27,000 clinical and commercial minds with the ability to support customers in more than 110 
countries. Together we share insights, use the latest technologies and apply advanced business practices to speed our customers’ delivery of 
important therapies to patients. To learn more about how we are Shortening the distance from lab to life®, visit syneoshealth.com or  
subscribe to our podcast.

Contact us
Syneos Health
1003 Sync Street
Morrisville, NC 27560

Phone: +1 919 876 9300
Fax: +1 919 876 9360
Toll Free: +1 866 462 7373

© 2021 Syneos Health®. All rights reserved.


