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Is there a recipe for M&A success? 
The best and worst buyout deals in the past decade offer some 
keys to success — and failure 
October 23, 2019 
John Carroll, for Endpoints News 
 
It’s not easy achieving a solid win in M&A in this industry. But if you follow a few simple guidelines, 
you may be able to increase your odds of success. 
Geoffrey Porges and the team at SVB Leerink went about the “notoriously difficult” task of scoring 
the biopharma buyout of 2009 to 2019. Sizing up current and expected revenue from the products 
that were gained, they came up with the 5 winners: 
 
 Merck/Schering Plough 
 Bristol/Medarex 
 Gilead/Pharmasset 
 Sanofi/Genzyme 
 AstraZeneca/Acerta 
 
It says a lot about the field that it’s much easier sorting out the 5 worst deals, though there’s also 
a lot more competition for that title, notes Porges. As picked by the analysts: 
 
 J&J/Actelion 
 Merck/Cubist 
 Alexion/Synageva 
 AbbVie/Stemcentrx 
 Gilead/Kite 
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Then the group made some guesses, coming up with the most likely winners and losers in the 
latest batch of buyout deals. 
 
Best new deal: Alexion’s Achillion buyout gets the high score. 
 
Looking over the winners as a group, the analysts also came up with a few simple conclusions that 
may offer a little guidance. 
 
1. Focus on oncology/hematology.  
 
Cancer deals are more likely to deliver the upside you’re looking for, as you can see in this chart. 
Their conclusion: Breaking down 39 deals where they could crunch some numbers on 
“measurable outcomes,” 18 were in oncology/hematology and 21 were in other areas. Eighteen, 
or 44%, of those cancer deals were judged a success, with a measured gain over the payment 
price of at least 120%. Journey outside cancer, and the success rate falls to 19% with a failure rate 
of 48% — not good. 
 
2. You want to win big?  
 
Look earlier in the pipeline, but be prepared for an ugly attrition rate. Keytruda, Opdivo, 
Calquence and Blincyto were all either preclinical or clinical at the time they were bought out.  And 
a dozen failures were pegged to clinical and commercial failures of drugs that got to the market 
but flailed. 
 
The stinkers: Stemcentrx’s Rova-T, Inhibitex’s INX189, Alios’s lumicitabine, ARMO’s pegilodecakin 
and Idenix’s uprifosbuvir. 
 
3. Don’t splash around cash, it isn’t necessarily helping.  
 
Backing every bolt-on strategy in the business, which is dominant in Big Pharma, the group 
concluded that deals in the $1 billion to $5 billion range marked the sweet spot with the best 
chance of success. 
 
As a result, Porges particularly likes the Achillion buyout, while also giving Alexion good odds on 
making a success with Syntimmune. 
 
4. Consolidating in an area you are a leader in makes a lot of sense. Diversification sounds good 
but it can get you in trouble. 
 
As a result, Porges turns thumbs down on Vertex’s deal for Semma and its risky new tech, still very 
much on the bleeding edge. And Celgene’s Juno buyout, bagging the number 3 CAR-T player 
behind Novartis and Kite — bought out by Gilead, which also didn’t score well in the voting at SVB 
Leerink — looks like a loser in the making. 
 
But then the Celgene team often comes out on the losing end of their deals. 
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Editos & Founder 
 
John D. Carroll is a biotech analyst and writer with decades of prize-winning experience in 
journalism. A co-founder of Endpoints News, he has covered biopharma for the past 15 years. Aside 
from his daily industry coverage for FierceBiotech, where he was named editor in 2003, leaving in 
2016, Carroll has been a regular speaker at biotech events around the globe. He’s been quoted by 
The New York Times, The New Yorker, Financial Times, The Times of London and more. He’s also 
keynoted at biotech gatherings around the world and addressed student audiences at MIT and 
Harvard. Carroll has contributed stories from Central America and Ireland to the Dallas Morning 
News and Time and wrote for the Houston Press. He spent 6 years as editor and publisher of the 
Dallas Business Journal, was publisher of Texas Business and early in his career was part of a 
Pulitzer Prize-winning team of reporters and editors at the Kansas City Star & Times. 
 


