
Key Takeaways from NeuGroup’s 2019 
H1 Life Sciences Treasurers’ Peer Group
LSTPG members at a meeting in Chicago sponsored by Societe Generale discussed the 
binary nature of life sciences companies that in good times resemble the Incredible 
Hulk but then revert to Bruce Banner and flat revenue growth, posing challenges for 
treasurers managing capital allocation, working capital and other financial strategies. 
Also on the agenda: making drugs affordable and when to push for adding head count. 

Binary Reality: Life Sciences Companies 
Swing from The Hulk to Bruce Banner 
Treasurers grapple with capital allocation issues as 
cash flows wax and wane with drug approvals, expiring 
patents and other ups and downs.

There’s nothing like dramatic stock price moves to illustrate 
the feast or famine nature of revenue and cash flow at life 
sciences companies that live or die by the success or failure of 
clinical trials for drugs or devices. To kick off a discussion on 
how this binary reality affects financial strategy, one member 
of the Life Sciences Treasurers’ Peer Group showed his peers a 
chart of his company’s stock dropping fast from the upper left 
to the lower right. 

Hulk or Bruce Banner? The firsthand account of this compa-
ny’s binary bind sparked a wide-ranging discussion about the 
challenges of capital allocation and structure at companies that 
one day resemble the Incredible Hulk (successful drugs coming 
out of the pipeline, fast growth, high margins) and then revert 
to being a not-so-incredible Bruce Banner (drugs going off 
patent, sluggish pipelines, flat revenues)—and back again. 

The bottom line. As part of financial policy and planning, life 
sciences companies need to account for this duality and then 
structure their R&D spending, liability towers and other capital 
allocation decisions around these inevitable boom-or-bust 
periods. Their financial structures must be resilient in the face 
of binary events.

KPIs to model capital planning and allocation. Given the 
binary contingency reality and potential growth volatility, 
the presenting member asked his peers for key performance 
indicators (KPIs) or a quantitative framework to guide capital 
planning and allocation decisions. While some CFOs like to 
manage capital planning and collaboration by feel or instinct, 
having tangible triggers can help ensure everyone is aligned. 
One member’s CFO is a fan of economic value-added (EVA), 
for example.

The Rubik’s Cube approach. Several treasurers suggested 
their capital planning and allocation decisions are akin to 
twisting a Rubik’s Cube with some of the colored panels 
already set. For example, the leverage ratio may need to 
remain at no more than 3x or there may be a promise to con-
tinue increasing the dividend each quarter. But then the other 
rows can be turned to line up the colors. Try starting with 
what is sacrosanct and working back.

The working capital cal-
culus. Life sciences compa-
nies facing periods of flat 
growth have a heightened 
need to manage their work-
ing capital efficiently. No 
wonder several members 
cited improving working 
capital management and 
effectiveness as top priori-
ties before the meeting. As 
part of an effort to cut costs 
and increase efficiency, 
one member mentioned moving operations and personnel 
to a city in the South where costs are lower than on the West 
Coast. And it’s another reason more members want to exploit 
robotic process automation (RPA) solutions to eliminate as 
many manual processes as possible. Having technology in 
place to scale when Hulk-like growth returns—without adding 
permanent fixed costs—is also a driver. 

Adjust payment schedules. Life sciences companies have 
some additional challenges with working capital because, for 
example, cash is not always generated where it is needed and 
public-sector entities tend to pay on a much different (longer) 
cycle than those in the private sector. Enjoying long cycles 
of high-margin sales that lead to becoming cash-rich, life 
sciences finance functions may not have an easy time creating 
a cash- or working capital-driven culture where payables does 
not automatically pay every big invoice as soon as it comes 
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in the door. Solving these working capital challenges is of 
paramount importance for one guest member, who said the 
company’s CFO wants to use treasury to run working capital 
efforts for the whole company.  

Boosting Access and Affordability to 
Drugs and Devices: The Role of Finance

The importance of finance leadership in initiatives by 
life sciences companies to deliver critical treatments to 
more people. Societe Generale explains the mission of 
its social impact solutions team.

At the second meeting of LSTPG, we heard from a member 
whose company has created a new finance solutions lead 
role focused on affordability. Staffed by a former NeuGroup 
member, this role is the next step in the company’s effort 
to overcome the myriad challenges standing in the way of 
access to its drugs and their affordability. It also exemplifies 
the core mission for LSTPG: sharing and learning to better 
support the efforts of life sciences businesses 
to offer lifesaving or quality-of-life-enhanc-
ing treatments, technology and devices to 
the world. 

Defining a finance solutions lead role. An 
affordability role aims to coordinate with 
commercial leads globally and locally—along 
with financial services partners including 
banks, fintechs and payment services provid-
ers—to help improve the ability of custom-
ers to pay for the drugs they need. This can 
include pay-over-time financing options 
as well as variable pricing options when 
patients pay directly.

FI partnerships. Coordinating with banks 
and other financial institutions that are com-
mitted to social impact projects is a potential 
source for progress. Societe Generale, which 
hosted the meeting, introduced the group 
to its social impact solutions team, which is 
dedicated to helping companies across the 
health care space improve access, espe-
cially in developing markets, using financial 
solutions. It also helps companies finance 

necessary infrastructure and education needs, working with 
nongovernmental organizations, the UN and economic devel-
opment policy leaders in the process.

More than money. In developing markets, the access issue is 
about more than just pricing, profit and other money issues. 
Many biologics and other drugs, for example, target specific 
diseases that affect small proportions of the population. To 
determine if and where the diseases exist requires diagnostic 
capabilities and sharing of data. Then, if the patients are there 
to treat, companies need to have distribution and proper 
storage in country, e.g., refrigeration, and just as importantly, 
awareness and education on the availability of the treatment, 
proper administration and patient adherence. The latter may 
be supported by texts to patients to remind them to take their 
pills daily, for example, and continue to take them though the 
prescribed period.

Targeting the point of sale. One area for innovation is at the 
point of sale. If patients faced with filling high-cost prescrip-
tions have an easy-to-follow flow at the point of sale or prior 
to it—which allows them to get instant financing (think 
Rocket Mortgage smartphone apps) or a special credit card 
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to pay a preferred price in installments for items not covered 
or where the net cost to them would be higher—they might 
choose to fill the prescriptions rather than walking away from 
the pharmacy counter. 

Looking across the flow of funds. In developed markets, 
starting with the US, efforts to bring financial innovation 
to bear on access and affordability are made more difficult 
by the combination of payer and reimbursement schemes 
across public- and private-sector players (Medicare, Medicaid, 
managed care organizations, pharmacy benefit managers, 
etc.), which in turn are entrenched by regulation and political 
policies. So finance leaders need to look across the health care 
system’s flow of funds for opportunities to increase affordabil-
ity and access that exist only in discrete channels. 

Single payers or patient payers make it easier. Generally 
speaking, as the US system makes clear, it is easier to come up 
with financial solutions where there is a single payer (or multi-
ple payers’ interests are aligned). In developed countries with 
single-payer, public-sector health care schemes, for example, 
there is one point of contact for negotiation. However, govern-
ment payers may not find variable pricing or private financing 
acceptable, or even allow private payments at all, meaning 
that financing solutions to improve access are difficult, but not 
impossible. One member described a pilot program to reduce 
co-payments on a high-priced drug (which are based on the 
list price vs. the end cost for the consumer) by introducing a 
lower-priced SKU for Medicare patients, which it could nego-
tiate with the single payer (the federal government). Financ-
ing solutions, therefore, tend to work best where the private 
patient bears some responsibility for payment and/or payers’ 
interests are aligned with the patient’s. 

Defining Treasury Goals with Data and 
Digitalization
LSTPG members discuss the value of data and trea-
sury’s ongoing efforts to transform digitally. 

“Treasury is data—everything we do is data,” one treasurer 
said at the LSTPG spring meeting in Chicago. How treasury 
teams put all the data to use is what matters to him. “I said I 
want real-time cash reporting on my iPhone in real time,” he 
said, giving one example of how he wants to extract value 
from data. 

The big digital goal. The treasurer’s overarching goal is 
to automate any treasury actions involving manual inter-
ventions, digitizing them by using the cloud and software 
solutions as well as adopting mobile strategies and tapping 
artificial intelligence (AI) for forecasting. 

What are you solving for? This treasurer’s focus on what data 
gathering accomplishes—its end goal—struck a chord with 
several members, including one who said the aim of his dig-
italization effort is “to leverage data you have to make smart 
decisions.” His takeaway 
from the other treasurer’s 
comments was that, in 
the rush to embrace data, 
you should be sure you 
know the answer to the 
question, “What are you 
solving for?”

The pitfalls of process 
mapping. The treasury-
is-data treasurer warned 
others that his company 
“got lost” during two 
years of process mapping that produced few tangible results. 
One member agreed that his teams had to be focused on not 
getting “caught up” in details and minutiae, underscoring the 
point that sometimes digitalization projects get so far into the 
weeds on the data needs and the formulas required to convert 
data into reports and dashboards, for example, that the dash-
board is never completed.

“Get access to your data.” The treasurer said breaking away 
from a treasury management system implemented by his 
company’s IT department has helped treasury create its own 
data reports. “We empowered our teams with the mandate 
of making massive change,” he said. That required treasury 
to have direct access to data and data links so it could do its 
own analytics using Microsoft’s Azure and Power BI, Tableau or 
other tools. 

Extraction help. Several members said they use software 
solutions from Celonis, a process-mining specialist, to go into 
ERP systems, including SAP, to retrieve needed data that is 
often difficult to extract. Members agreed to share systems, 
apps and other tech tools that help save time and make them 
more efficient. Several emphasized keeping things simple in 
order to make automation or minimal manual intervention a 
reality. 
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How—and When—to Add Heads to 
Treasury Head Counts
Benchmarks and other approaches to guide  
treasury teams that may need more bodies.

“We’re a hardworking team,” one treasurer at the LSTPG 
spring meeting joked after telling the group that he alone 
is the team—he has no help. Despite the laughs he got, 
adding head count is a serious issue for many treasurers 
who are being tasked to do more work with the same, if 
not fewer, resources. 

How about a benchmark? The treasurer’s company will top 
$2 billion in revenue this year and one benchmarking idea put 
forth is that a small, growing company should have at least 
one person for every $1 billion in sales. To have the infrastruc-
ture in place to support future growth, consider changing the 
ratio to one FTE for every $500 million in sales.

The benefit of being big. NeuGroup Peer Research validates 
the point that the bigger the company, the bigger the trea-
sury team. As the graph below shows, the average number of 
treasury staff at companies with revenue above $100 billion 
(85) is more than six times the number at companies with rev-
enues between $1 billion and $10 billion. The difference is one 
reason treasury at small growth companies need to embrace 
technology and automation solutions that boost efficiency, 
improve the analysis of data and raise treasury’s strategic 
value.

Beyond revenue: EVA. Of course, size (revenues or market 
capitalization) is just one tool to determine the right time to 
push for additional head count. Cost and resource justification 
prompted a dialogue about metrics used at member compa-
nies. While ROIC is predominant, one member spoke of his 

CFO’s preference for economic value-added or EVA, a metric 
popularized by Stern Stewart, a management consultancy. 
EVA, which is the return on capital (or net operating profit) 
less the capital invested multiplied by the cost of capital for a 
given project, is used for everything at this company, includ-
ing to justify new treasury hires. 

Or look at risk. For another perspective, Amanda Breslin, 
head of Chatham Financial’s global risk management advisory 
business, said, “The most pertinent factors driving team size 
are typically the magnitude of risk relative to key metrics (such 
as percentage of EBITDA at risk), the complexity of hedging 
programs being managed, the range of activities on the trea-
sury team plate, and the degree of automation being used.” 
She said one approach she has observed with some consis-
tency is using the cost of an additional FTE (or technology 
tool or outsourced support) weighed against the benefits of 
greater risk reduction or risk monitoring.
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