Big pharma accelerates acquisitions in 2026 amid patent cliff pressures
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Big pharmaceutical companies are entering 2026 with a renewed appetite for acquisitions as the industry braces for a wave of patent expiries that threaten long-standing revenue streams. According to reporting by Investing.com, first-quarter biotech deal value reached $84bn, almost double the $44.4bn recorded a year earlier and the strongest opening to a year since 2019. Analysts cited by the outlet said the combination of large cash balances, relatively modest biotech valuations and a steady run of newly approved therapies is pushing buyers back into the market.
The strategic logic is straightforward: drugmakers are trying to fill pipeline gaps before the patent cliff bites more deeply. Pharmaceutical Commerce said the looming loss of exclusivity could put as much as $300bn in annual sales at risk by 2032, prompting companies to focus on first-in-class and best-in-class assets that fit neatly into existing franchises. McKinsey has similarly argued that biopharma remains a growth-led deal market, with 76% of transactions between 2020 and 2025 aimed at expansion rather than cost cutting, as executives look for innovation to replace ageing blockbusters.
That pressure is already shaping boardroom thinking across the sector. Pharmaceutical Technology reported that Bristol Myers Squibb is leaning on its internal pipeline to offset the eventual decline of Opdivo and Eliquis, with chief executive Christopher Boerner telling investors at the J.P. Morgan Healthcare conference that a series of upcoming readouts could support earnings through the end of the decade. The broader message from management teams is clear: companies with enough confidence in their own research may delay acquisitions, but those with thinner pipelines are likely to keep shopping.
The M&A rush is also taking place against a market backdrop that still favours buyers. McKinsey said strategic investors’ cash reserves rose 10% between 2021 and 2024, while private equity holding periods lengthened, suggesting more assets may come to market. If the current pace continues, Investing.com reported that 2026 biopharma deal value could top $250bn, which would make it the second-biggest year on record after 2019. For now, the sector’s deal appetite appears to be driven less by optimism than by urgency.
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