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BIO: 

Mr. La Lota has over 25 years of 

management experience in the anal-

gesic marketplace. Having directed 6 

major launch campaigns in the anal-

gesic area, John is recognized as one 

of the foremost experts in the com-

mercialization of analgesics. The ma-

jor brands under John’s direction and 

leadership during his tenure at John-

son & Johnson, Wyeth, and Knoll in-

cluded Duragesic

®

, Orudis

®

, and Vi-

codin

®

 ES. All became market leaders 

2 years post-launch, with Duragesic 

achieving sales of $1.5 billion. John 

also served as a pioneer in the pain 

market, commissioning the first opioid 

studies in chronic non-cancer pain in 

the United States. 

 

Following 10 years of entrepreneur-

ship as CEO and owner of the Pain 

Management Group, a full-service 

medical communications company, 

and strategic partner with Pain In-

sights, a strategic planning, consult-

ing, and primary market research or-

ganization, John assumed a senior 

leadership role at King Pharmaceuti-

cals. 

 

John’s responsibilities at King during 

a 4-year period centered on leading 

their strategic reorganization and fo-

cus on commercialization efforts in 

the analgesic market. As senior VP of 

marketing and new product develop-

ment, John was directly responsible 

for developing and executing King’s 

strategic vision to become a pain 

specialty company. He established 

and led the Therapeutic Area Strate-

gic Team (TAST), which was com-

prised of 40 individuals spanning all 

functional departments within King’s 

organization and was responsible for 

King’s entry into and ongoing efforts 

in the pain market. With a P&L re-

sponsibility in excess of $500 million, 

John’s first major commercial move 

at King was the acquisition of Avinza

®

 

from Ligand, which strategically cre-

ated the opportunity for King to initiate 

the roll-out of a pain specialty field 

force. As a $150 million brand, Av-

inza

®

 was a successful acquisition for 

King, enabling the company to estab-

lish a footprint in the opioid market 

while it was working to commercialize 

its abuse-deterrent product portfolio. 

 

John led business development ef-

forts in which he was responsible for 

the analysis and commercial lead on 

the deal decision committee, ulti-

mately leading to the acquisition of 

multiple products in development. 

Acquisitions included Acurox

®

, the 

first abuse-deterrent immediate re-

lease opioid formulation to be ap-

proved by the FDA. In the long-acting 

opioid area, John’s work led to the 

acquisition of the abuse-deterrent 

formulation of oxycodone, Remoxy™. 

These acquisitions, along with 3 addi-

tional follow-on development prod-

ucts, established King’s pain founda-

tion and significantly enhanced its 

market value, ultimately leading to an 

acquisition by Pfizer. 

Company Profile: 

Neura Therapeutik, LLC (Neura) is a 

privately held pain specialty company 

focused on the commercialization of 

innovative analgesics that address 

unmet needs in the marketplace. Ex-

tended capabilities allow Neura to 

capitalize on near-term product op-

portunities outside of the analgesic 

market that will facilitate the ad-

vancement of Neura’s analgesic port-

folio. 

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 

CEOCFO Magazine 

 

CEOCFO: Mr. La Lota, you are im-

proving medicines and improving 

lives, what is Neura Therapeutik all 

about? 

Mr. La Lota: Neura Therapeutik is a 

pain specialty company. We started 

out last year. My background over the 

last thirty years is in the pain man-

agement area. I have launched sev-

eral major products, including drugs 

like Vicodin ES, which continues to be 

the largest prescription-based phar-

maceutical product in the US. Another 

very big product, Duragesic, which I 

launched when I was with Janssen, 

part of J&J, was the first fentanyl 

transdermal system. At the time, we 

were gearing for the convenient dose 

to be used for typical cancer patients 

who were living with very serious 

pain. We then studied products for 

patients with acute back pain and se-

vere arthritis. We took advantage of 

the opportunity to not only control 

cancer pain on a continual basis, but 

also to treat non-cancer related pain, 

in which the use of opioids really 

makes a lot of sense. At King Phar-

maceuticals, I established a pain 
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franchise over a five-year period. We 

were able to bring in other companies 

like Alpharma. We brought in prod-

ucts like Remoxy, which at the time 

was developed as the first abuse- de-

terrent formulation and is now owned 

by Pfizer. Acurox, another drug 

owned by Pfizer, was recently 

launched. In essence, I developed an 

abuse-deterrent platform over a five-

year period. King was sold to Pfizer, 

and that enabled me and other key 

executives from King, Pfizer and J&J 

to form our own company last year. 

Our core focus is on the commerciali-

zation of unique analgesics that have 

the ability to fulfill unmet needs in the 

marketplace. Some of those unmet 

needs include formulating abuse-

deterrent compounds for opioids, as 

well as analgesics with a high thera-

peutic index, and products that are 

efficacious, yet hopefully very safe. 

 

CEOCFO: What is the biggest chal-

lenge in creating new pain products? 

Mr. La Lota: It is about un-

derstanding the subjective 

nature of pain. My pain is not 

your pain. The products that 

are used to treat different 

types of pain sometimes 

work for some folks and not for oth-

ers. Some patients require different 

therapies and combinations. With 

opioids in particular, there is no “right” 

dose. The right dose is the dose that 

works. There are no ceiling doses. All 

of these factors need to be built into 

your clinical studies very early on. It is 

important to pick the appropriate pa-

tient, knowing how to assess patients 

on an ongoing basis, and then under-

standing what types of therapies 

would work best in order to help these 

patients. 

 

CEOCFO: As pain is subjective, what 

have you figured out in terms of moni-

toring the results? How do you know 

whether the drug is really working or 

whether the person is just deciding it 

is working? 

Mr. La Lota: It all starts with a robust 

clinical assessment from the physi-

cian’s standpoint. I would refer the 

patient to a pain specialist. We have 

a pain specialist onboard as a scien-

tific advisor, Dr. Jeffrey Gudin from 

Englewood, a very well respected key 

opinion leader. Physicians will typi-

cally ask a battery of questions such 

as what helps to alleviate pain or what 

causes pain. They will try certain 

medications on a trial basis. However, 

ongoing assessment is certainly of 

utmost importance. Therefore, the 

objective is to focus in on efficacy in 

terms of what is working, and identify 

any side effects that the drug may 

pose. If it is an opioid product being 

prescribed, you want to try to monitor 

for any adverse or abnormal behav-

ior. Some physicians are now mindful 

of the fact that certain patients have 

in the past, or may continue to, abuse 

opioids. Ultimately, judging a particu-

lar drug’s efficacy is a function of on-

going assessments, which are crucial 

to the overall determination of how 

well a patient is doing, or not. 

 

CEOCFO: There are many possibili-

ties. How do you decide what you are 

going to take on and how do you find 

and structure what you are doing with 

your partners? 

Mr. La Lota: Having launched the 

bigger products I had mentioned ear-

lier, drugs like Vicodin and Duragesic, 

has really enabled us to work closely 

and build relationships with develop-

ment companies. For example, we 

just made an announcement last 

week in conjunction with Phosphagen-

ics, an Australian company currently 

developing a very promising oxy-

codone transdermal system. They 

commissioned Neura Therapeutik to 

run their commercial operations here 

in the United States. We will be pro-

viding oversight and management for 

manufacturing, as well as clinical de-

velopment and all commercial as-

pects. Structuring the direction of our 

business operations is dependent 

upon leveraging the experience that 

we possess as senior executives. 

Neura Therapeutik is comprised of 

key executives across all functional 

areas of commercial operations. 

Therefore, we are leveraging our ex-

perience and what we have accom-

plished for big pharma companies. As 

a result, we are now able to utilize 

that experience with Neura Thera-

peutik and offer a myriad of different 

services, particularly for development 

companies who are lacking commer-

cial expertise.  

 

CEOCFO: What surprised you most 

as you have been doing business on 

your own as opposed to big pharma; 

what is the biggest challenge? 

Mr. La Lota: The biggest challenge is 

probably securing sufficient funding to 

in-license the bigger opportunities that 

we are considering. Last year, when 

we were basically a startup that did 

not produce any revenue, it was cer-

tainly challenging to try to speak to 

folks from a funding perspective. I will 

tell you about our strategic approach 

to give you some perspective on our 

different business units and why fund-

ing will be critical to us. Neura Thera-

peutik is comprised of two very spe-

cific business units: the Neura Group, 

which is a commercial business unit 

through which we out-license our 

commercial services, to companies 

like Lannett, for example. 

They are a generic company 

based in Pennsylvania. 

They decided to try to tackle 

the branded space. In doing 

so, they hired us as a com-

mercial team to commercialize a topi-

cal local anesthetic product for them. 

We provide them management and 

oversight and we spearhead the mar-

keting and sales as well. However, 

they retain the revenue stream gen-

erated by the drugs. Our partnership 

with them has enabled us to generate 

significant revenue. It is now a lot 

easier as we approach some funding 

initiatives to try to raise enough capi-

tal for some products that we are just 

about to bring into Neura Labs, which 

is our in-licensing business unit. 

Therefore, we are now seeking fund-

ing. We are poised and ready to cap-

ture funds in order to really grow the 

business from an in-licensing per-

spective. Our business with Lannett 

has been a unique situation that has 

allowed us to generate self-funded 

revenue; we are paying ourselves and 

are now in a great position. 

 

CEOCFO: Given the state of venture 

capital, how does Neura Therapeutik 

get attention and how do you get the 

funding? 

We can get things done in a hurry and get them 

done the right way. We do not need to procras-

tinate and think about things for months and 

months. - John La Lota 
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Mr. La Lota: We have the most de-

velopment companies in the pain 

space reaching out to us, knowing 

that we have a well-experienced, very 

savvy executive team with commer-

cial capabilities. They are looking to 

us to create joint ventures. The econ-

omy is certainly not phenomenal right 

now. However, we are so uniquely 

focused in this particular pain space 

that it makes a great deal of sense for 

venture capital funds from an eco-

nomic standpoint. What we bring to 

the table are deals that are very short-

term in nature. We are looking at two 

particular products right now; one is a 

very robust abuse-deterrent formula-

tion that we can bring into the market 

in the next 2 and a half years. Another 

is a unique formulation of a “once a 

day” non-steroidal that we could bring 

into the market in 2 and a half years 

as well, with very little risk from a de-

velopment standpoint. From a VC 

perspective, whenever we can miti-

gate their development risk, which is 

really what we are doing, it makes a 

great deal of sense for them to invest 

their capital with us. 

 

CEOCFO: Do you find that compa-

nies are turning more to outsiders 

rather than trying to market them-

selves?  

Mr. La Lota: Yes. I think that really 

started to evolve, especially over the 

last decade, as major companies 

were downsizing and began to focus 

on reengineering, with M&A activity 

being quite prominent. What hap-

pened was that a lot of good people 

left big pharma and went out on their 

own. We built a pain franchise in five 

years with King and we sold it off to 

Pfizer, which segued into an opportu-

nity to partner up with folks that I 

know are well-experienced. We can 

get things done in a hurry and get 

them done the right way. We do not 

need to procrastinate and think about 

things for months and months. In the 

pharma business, headcount and ma-

neuverability are so precious that they 

will hire folks like us on a year or two-

year basis and perhaps buy us out. 

The industry as a whole is cognizant 

of the short-term nature of the busi-

ness, which has resulted in many 

smaller companies joining forces, as 

opposed to growing in silos and add-

ing significant headcount. 

 

CEOCFO: What are the criteria for 

taking on projects? 

Mr. La Lota: First and foremost, we 

have to perform a very robust finan-

cial analysis, and we have the exper-

tise to do that. What is a good deal? 

A good deal has to work for both par-

ties. We are very savvy in conducting 

primary research. Our sister company 

actually runs “Pain Week”, which is a 

yearly meeting attended by many 

prominent pain specialists. We reach 

out to these key opinion leaders in the 

pain space and survey them at focus 

groups and do whatever necessary to 

garner information relative to any 

product that we are considering. We 

know that any given product may po-

tentially be successful. However, we 

are astute enough to realize that a 

drug’s success depends on more than 

just us. We need to correspond with 

key opinion leaders as an initial step. 

We use our interactions with them to 

establish a baseline of information 

and incorporate that knowledge into 

our overall NPV analyses. Specifi-

cally, we need to know all of the perti-

nent costs from a clinical perspective, 

from a marketing perspective, and in 

regards to the financials over a short 

and long-term period. Our expertise 

allows us to forecast over numerous 

years and ascertain our overall reve-

nue potential, which is something that 

I look at on a daily basis. 

 

CEOCFO: What lies ahead for Neura 

Therapeutik? 

Mr. La Lota: We now have a solid 

base of business with Neura Group 

and that will enable us to bring in the 

necessary capital to in-license some 

big-time products into Neura Labs. 

We are now aggressively tackling 

some of the VCs and institutional 

funding areas for capital in order to 

advance the therapeutic agents with 

whom we currently have deal sheets. 

That is what is truly exciting for us 

both now and into the future.  

 

CEOCFO: Why should investors pick 

Neura Therapeutik out of the crowd? 

Mr. La Lota: We are well-seasoned, 

analgesic-savvy executives who are 

focused in this pain space, which has 

a tremendous amount of profitable 

opportunities. According to the Ameri-

can Pain Society, there are fifty mil-

lion Americans living with chronic 

pain. Unfortunately, not much pro-

gress has been made over the past 

decade with respect to adequate pain 

relief for the majority of patients. As a 

management team, however, we 

have contributed very successfully to 

the advancement of pain therapies for 

major companies like J&J, Pfizer and 

King Pharmaceuticals. At Neura, we 

are now poised and ready to do this 

on our own. We have the deals in 

place for which we have signed term 

sheets. We are now in a prime situa-

tion where we are ready to take on the 

capital and really grow this business 

tremendously. 
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