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Abstract

Did the 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TCJA) stimulate pharmaceutical innova-
tion, or did it primarily raise after-tax cash flows with limited effects on innovation
outcomes? Using data on publicly traded pharmaceutical firms from 2012–2021,
we study how the reform affected twelve innovation outcomes spanning the drug
development pipeline, including patenting, trial initiation, trial completion, and
development speed. Our empirical strategy combines descriptive analysis, non-
parametric event studies, as well as event-study and difference-in-differences mod-
els that use pre-policy leverage as a proxy for differential sensitivity to the reform’s
liquidity effects. Comparing firms with high versus low pre-policy debt-to-asset
ratios, we estimate that more leveraged firms experienced roughly a 12 percent in-
crease in patenting and a 22 percent increase in patent value, along with a modest
3 percent increase in Phase I trial initiations after the reform. However, we find
no significant effects on the nine other innovation levers, including later-stage trial
initiations, project completions, or development speed. Robustness tests using al-
ternative exposure measures—free cash flow, firm age, and firm size—yield similar
patterns. Overall, our evidence suggests that the TCJA has been associated with
modest increases in upstream intellectual-property activity among more leveraged
firms, with little evidence of changes in downstream stages of development.

Keywords: Corporate taxation; Pharmaceutical innovation; Financing constraints;
Drug development; R&D policy
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1 Introduction

Pharmaceutical innovation generates enormous social value, yet the process of dis-

covering and developing new medicines has become increasingly costly and uncertain

(DiMasi et al. (2003); Alpert et al. (2023); Angelis et al. (2023)). Over the past several

decades, the productivity of drug development has declined despite rising investments

in research and development (R&D), a phenomenon widely described as Eroom’s Law.

At the same time, the returns to pharmaceutical innovation follow a highly skewed dis-

tribution in which a small number of breakthrough therapies account for a large share

of both profits and health gains. These structural features make public policy central to

the functioning of the medical innovation system.

To stimulate innovation, governments routinely deploy a combination of push poli-

cies—such as research funding, tax incentives, and grants—and pull incentives—including

patent protection, market exclusivity, and reimbursement rules (Finkelstein (2004);

Dubois et al. (2015); Williams (2017)). Much less is known, however, about the in-

novation consequences of broad fiscal policies that are not explicitly targeted toward

research and development.

The pharmaceutical industry is an especially important setting in which to study

this question. Compared with most sectors of the economy, pharmaceutical firms devote

an unusually large share of revenues to R&D, often exceeding 15–25 percent of sales.

Innovation occurs through long and staged investments that begin with basic scientific

discovery and proceed through multiple phases of clinical trials before regulatory ap-

proval. Moreover, the returns to innovation are highly concentrated: a small share of

successful drugs generate most industry profits and social benefits. These characteristics

make pharmaceutical innovation particularly sensitive to changes in financial conditions

and policy incentives. Financial shocks may not only influence how much firms invest in
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research, but also how they allocate resources across different stages of the innovation

pipeline.

At the same time, broad fiscal shocks may not necessarily translate into greater in-

novative activity. Increased liquidity can generate short term windfalls that stimulate

exploration and scientific discovery, but it may also be directed toward other corporate

uses of cash. Firms may use additional funds for share repurchases, debt reduction,

acquisitions, marketing expansion, or organizational restructuring rather than for R&D

investment. These alternative uses of cash are particularly relevant in industries charac-

terized by large firms, significant financial markets, and complex corporate structures.

As a result, the net effect of broad tax cuts on innovation is theoretically ambiguous:

additional liquidity may either stimulate innovation at different stages of research; or

be diverted toward other activities that do not directly increase scientific output—null

effect.

The 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TCJA) offers a natural setting to examine this

question. By reducing the federal corporate tax rate from 35 percent to 21 percent

and reforming the taxation of foreign earnings, the reform generated one of the largest

corporate tax shocks in modern U.S. history. The Congressional Budget Office esti-

mates that the legislation will reduce federal revenues by roughly $1.46 trillion over the

2018–2027 period, with about $654 billion attributable to corporate provisions alone.

These changes substantially increased after-tax cash flows for U.S. corporations, raising

the possibility that firms would expand investment—including innovative activity—as

financing constraints eased. Yet whether such broad liquidity shocks translate into

meaningful changes in innovation remains an open empirical question.

Corporate finance theory provides a useful framework for understanding how firms

may respond to such liquidity shocks. Highly leveraged firms may underinvest in risky

projects because part of the upside accrues to creditors rather than shareholders, a
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distortion commonly referred to as debt overhang (Myers (1977)). When internal funds

increase, this distortion may be partially alleviated, allowing financially constrained firms

to undertake investments that were previously unattractive. Innovation investments

are particularly sensitive to these financing frictions because R&D projects are risky,

intangible, and difficult to collateralize (Hall and Lerner (2010)). Financing conditions

can also shape the type of innovation firms pursue, shifting investment toward projects

with different risk profiles (Thakor and Lo (2022)). Empirical evidence further suggests

that financial shocks tend to influence upstream research activities—such as patenting

and early-stage discovery—more than later stages of development (Mezzanotti (2021)).

This paper examines whether the TCJA stimulated pharmaceutical innovation and

how firms adjusted their innovation strategies in response to the reform. Rather than

focusing solely on aggregate R&D spending, we study the intensive margin of innova-

tion—how firms allocate effort across the stages of the drug development process. To

capture this structure, we measure twelve operational “innovation levers,” which we

group into four strategic bundles: strengthening the intellectual-property moat through

patenting activity; expanding the research pipeline through the initiation of clinical tri-

als; crossing the “valley of death” through the completion of trials; and accelerating

time-to-knowledge through faster clinical development.

Our empirical strategy combines descriptive analysis, non-parametric event studies,

and difference-in-differences event analysis. We assemble firm-level data on patenting,

clinical trial initiation and completion, and development timelines using patent datasets,

ClinicalTrials.gov, and Cortellis. To identify heterogeneous exposure to the tax reform,

we exploit variation in firms’ leverage prior to the policy change, comparing firms with

high debt-to-asset ratios to otherwise similar firms with lower leverage.

Across all empirical approaches, we find little evidence that the TCJA broadly stimu-

lated pharmaceutical innovation. Descriptive and non-parametric analyses reveal modest
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improvements in the quality and value of patenting activity but no visible shifts in the

initiation or completion of clinical trials or in the speed of development. The difference-

in-differences analysis yields a similar pattern. Firms with higher leverage—those most

exposed to the liquidity shock—generate more patents and patents of higher estimated

value, and they modestly increase the initiation of Phase I clinical trials. However, we

find no corresponding effects on later-stage development, project completion, or devel-

opment speed.

These results point to a sharp asymmetry in how firms respond to broad fiscal shocks.

The tax reform appears to stimulate upstream innovation activities that are relatively

flexible and option-like—patenting and early-stage research—but it does not accelerate

the downstream execution of drug development. This pattern suggests that while liq-

uidity shocks may expand the set of scientific opportunities explored by firms, they do

not necessarily overcome the organizational, scientific, and regulatory bottlenecks that

shape the later stages of pharmaceutical innovation. Such bottlenecks and frictions are

well-documented and frequently discussed as major hurdles to the development pipeline

(for instance, recently in Teslo (2026)). Our findings have implications for the design of

innovation policy. Broad corporate tax cuts may have limited effectiveness as tools for

stimulating pharmaceutical innovation because they do not directly address the struc-

tural bottlenecks that slow the translation of scientific discoveries into new medicines.

Policies that target specific stages of the innovation process—such as support for basic

science, regulatory reforms that accelerate clinical trials (Rao (2016)), or incentives tied

to the development of high-value therapies—may therefore be more effective in address-

ing the productivity challenges facing the pharmaceutical sector.
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2 Policy Incentives and the TCJA Shock

2.1 Traditional Innovation Incentives and the Role of Demand

A large literature shows that innovation can be induce via policies that increase the ex-

pected returns from successful discoveries. In the pharmaceutical sector, these incentives

typically operate by expanding or securing revenue streams for new therapies. Policies

that increase the size or value of potential markets can induce firms to redirect research

effort toward areas where demand becomes more attractive.

A seminal contribution is Acemoglu and Linn (2004), who show that pharmaceutical

firms respond to changes in market size generated by demographic shifts. As the popu-

lation of potential patients increases, firms increase innovation directed toward diseases

affecting those groups. Their findings highlight the role of demand-driven innovation:

when expected revenues rise, firms increase research activity in the corresponding ther-

apeutic areas.

Policy-induced demand shifts can also arise through public insurance expansions and

regulatory reforms. Finkelstein (2004) shows that the introduction of Medicare increased

innovation in medical technologies by expanding the market for treatments used by

elderly patients. Similarly, changes in reimbursement rules or insurance coverage can

alter the expected profitability of new therapies, encouraging firms to redirect research

toward areas where demand becomes more secure (Dubois et al. (2015); Williams (2017);

Dranove et al. (2022)).

In addition to demand-side incentives, governments also stimulate innovation through

policies that reduce the cost of research investment. One common instrument is the tax

treatment of R&D expenditures. Allowing firms to deduct or accelerate the expensing of

R&D costs lowers the effective user cost of innovation and increases the expected return

on research investments. Several studies show that such tax incentives can stimulate pri-
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vate R&D investment, particularly in industries characterized by high research intensity

and long development cycles.

These traditional policy tools share an important feature: they are targeted toward

specific components of the innovation process. Demand-side policies raise the expected

revenues from successful discoveries, while tax incentives directly reduce the cost of

R&D. In both cases, the policy instrument is closely tied to the innovation activity it

seeks to stimulate.

Broad corporate tax cuts differ in important ways from these targeted policies. By

reducing corporate tax rates, such reforms simultaneously increase after-tax profits and

lower the cost of capital across all corporate activities. In this sense, they operate

as a hybrid policy instrument combining elements of both push and pull incentives.

On the one hand, higher retained earnings increase the expected returns to successful

innovations. On the other hand, lower effective tax burdens reduce the cost of financing

new investment, potentially encouraging firms to undertake riskier projects.

From a dynamic perspective, such policies could stimulate innovation by expanding

the set of research opportunities firms are willing to explore. Higher expected returns

increase the probability that firms will pursue projects with uncertain outcomes but

potentially large payoffs. At the same time, increased internal funds may relax financing

constraints that limit the ability of risk-averse firms to invest in exploratory research.

Yet the impact of broad fiscal shocks on innovation is theoretically ambiguous. Ad-

ditional liquidity may stimulate research activity, but it may also be diverted toward

other corporate uses of cash. Firms may increase share repurchases, reduce leverage, or

pursue acquisitions rather than expand internal research programs. They may also in-

vest in organizational improvements, marketing capabilities, or other forms of intangible

capital that are not directly observable in standard innovation metrics.

These potential leakages are particularly relevant in industries dominated by large
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firms with substantial financial flexibility. Cash windfalls may be used to improve

earnings per share through financial engineering, strengthen balance sheets, or acquire

smaller innovative firms rather than expand internal research. Organizational innova-

tion—such as improvements in commercialization capabilities, supply chains, or mar-

keting strategies—may also absorb additional liquidity without immediately affecting

measurable R&D outputs.

As a result, broad fiscal policies such as corporate tax cuts may produce weaker in-

novation responses than targeted policy instruments that directly affect research incen-

tives. Whether the net effect of such policies stimulates innovation or simply reallocates

corporate resources across different uses of cash remains an empirical question.

2.2 The 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act and Pharmaceutical In-

novation

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TCJA) of 2017 was the most consequential reform of the

U.S. corporate tax system in more than three decades. The legislation reduced the

federal statutory corporate tax rate from 35 percent to 21 percent and introduced major

changes to the taxation of corporate income and multinational profits. These reforms

included limits on the deductibility of interest payments, changes to the treatment of

net operating losses, provisions affecting the taxation of foreign income, and a one-time

transition tax on previously accumulated foreign earnings. Together, these measures

significantly altered the tax environment facing U.S. corporations and generated a large

fiscal shock to corporate cash flows.

The Congressional Budget Office projected that the TCJA would reduce federal

revenues by roughly $1.46 trillion over the 2018–2027 period. Corporate provisions

alone account for a large share of this fiscal impact, reflecting both the reduction in the

statutory corporate rate and the restructuring of international taxation. Some elements
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of the reform partially offset these revenue losses—such as limits on interest deductions

and changes to investment and loss provisions—but the overall effect was a substantial

decline in corporate tax liabilities. In aggregate, the reform therefore represented a large

increase in after-tax cash flows for many U.S. corporations.

The macroeconomic rationale for the reform was that lower corporate tax rates would

stimulate investment, productivity, and long-run economic growth. By reducing the cost

of capital and increasing retained earnings, the TCJA was expected to encourage firms

to expand both physical and intangible investment. In this view, the reform could

also indirectly stimulate innovation by providing firms with greater internal resources to

finance risky and long-horizon research activities.

Empirical evidence on the macroeconomic effects of the TCJA, however, has pro-

duced mixed conclusions. While some studies document modest increases in business

investment following the reform, the magnitude of these effects appears smaller than

the policy’s fiscal cost would suggest (Chodorow-Reich et al. (2024); Gale et al. (2024)).

Similarly, the evidence on employment and wage growth following the reform indicates

relatively limited effects compared with early policy projections. In addition, a number

of analyses show that a substantial portion of the liquidity generated by the tax cut was

returned to shareholders through increased dividends and share repurchases rather than

through new investment.

The implications of the TCJA for innovation are even less clear. Broad corporate

tax reductions differ from focus policies in that they are not directly tied to research

activities. Instead, they simultaneously increase after-tax profits and lower the cost of

capital across a wide range of corporate decisions. As a result, firms may use the addi-

tional liquidity generated by tax reductions for multiple purposes, including shareholder

payouts, debt reduction, acquisitions, or organizational investment.

This ambiguity is particularly relevant in the pharmaceutical industry. Pharmaceu-
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tical firms are among the most research-intensive corporations in the economy, but their

innovation process is also long, sequential, and highly uncertain. Drug development

unfolds through multiple stages—from early scientific discovery to clinical trials and

regulatory approval—and financial shocks may influence different stages of this process

in distinct ways. For example, firms may expand exploratory research and patenting

activity while leaving later-stage clinical development largely unchanged.

Despite the importance of these dynamics, little empirical evidence exists on how

broad corporate tax reforms affect the structure of pharmaceutical innovation. Most

studies focus either on aggregate R&D spending or on targeted tax incentives designed

specifically to stimulate research investment. As a result, we know relatively little about

how large fiscal shocks—such as the TCJA—affect the allocation of innovation activities

within firms.

This paper addresses that gap by examining how the TCJA influenced the internal

structure of pharmaceutical innovation. Rather than focusing solely on aggregate R&D

spending, we study twelve operational levers of innovation that capture different stages

of the drug development process, including patenting activity, the initiation and com-

pletion of clinical trials, and the speed of clinical development. By analyzing how these

innovation levers respond to a large fiscal shock, we provide new evidence on whether

broad corporate tax cuts stimulate productive innovation or primarily generate financial

windfalls that are absorbed elsewhere within firms.

3 Innovation at the Intensive Margin: Conceptual

Framework and Hypotheses

Pharmaceutical innovation is often measured through aggregate R&D expenditures or

counts of new drug approvals (Danzon et al. (2005b); Danzon et al. (2005a); Buxbaum et al.
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(2020)). While useful, these measures obscure how firms allocate resources across the

stages of the innovation process. Drug development is inherently sequential: scien-

tific discovery leads to intellectual property, which may translate into early clinical tri-

als, which in turn must survive multiple phases of testing before regulatory approval.

Changes in financial conditions may therefore affect not only the level of research spend-

ing but also the allocation of effort across different stages of the innovation pipeline. To

capture these dynamics, we focus on the intensive margin of innovation.

We conceptualize pharmaceutical innovation through twelve operational levers that

represent distinct stages of the drug development process. These levers fall into four

strategic bundles that capture the main ways firms can adjust their innovation strategies.

The first bundle reflects the intellectual-property moat of the firm. Patents protect

scientific discoveries and secure future revenue streams. We measure three related di-

mensions of patent activity: patent count, patent value, and patent citations. Patent

counts capture the scale of inventive activity, while patent value and citation measures

capture the economic and scientific importance of these discoveries.

The second bundle captures pipeline expansion, which reflects the initiation of new

research programs. Firms may start clinical trials at different stages of development.

We therefore examine the initiation of Phase I, Phase II, and Phase III trials. These

outcomes measure the extent to which firms expand their research portfolio and explore

new therapeutic opportunities.

The third bundle reflects firms’ ability to cross the “valley of death”. Many drug

candidates fail during clinical development, and the transition between phases represents

a critical bottleneck in the innovation process. We therefore measure completion of Phase

I, Phase II, and Phase III trials. These outcomes capture firms’ ability to move projects

from early research into later stages of development.

The fourth bundle measures time-to-knowledge, which reflects the speed at which
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firms advance drug candidates through the development process. Faster clinical devel-

opment increases the net present value of innovation by bringing therapies to market

sooner and by reducing the uncertainty surrounding research outcomes. We therefore

measure the time required to complete each clinical phase.

Taken together, these twelve innovation levers provide a granular view of how firms

allocate effort across the pharmaceutical innovation pipeline. Rather than focusing solely

on aggregate R&D spending, this framework allows us to observe whether firms respond

to policy changes by strengthening their intellectual property position, expanding their

research portfolio, improving the execution of clinical trials, or accelerating the speed of

development.

Corporate finance theory provides a framework for understanding how firms may

adjust these innovation levers when financial conditions change. A central insight of this

literature is that capital structure can distort investment incentives, particularly for risky

projects with uncertain payoffs. Myers (1977) shows that firms with high levels of debt

may underinvest in risky growth opportunities because some of the benefits accrue to

creditors rather than shareholders. This debt overhang problem is particularly relevant

for innovation investments, which often involve substantial uncertainty and longtime

horizons.

Innovation activities are also especially sensitive to financing frictions. R&D invest-

ments rely heavily on intangible assets that are difficult to collateralize, making external

financing more costly and increasing firms’ reliance on internal funds (Myers (1977)).

As a result, changes in internal liquidity can significantly affect firms’ ability to pursue

research opportunities.

Financial structure can also shape the type of innovation projects firms undertake.

When financing constraints are relaxed, firms may shift toward projects with higher risk

and higher potential returns (Thakor and Lo (2022)). This perspective suggests that
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liquidity shocks may alter the composition of innovative activity rather than simply

increasing the level of R&D spending.

Empirical evidence further suggests that financing shocks primarily influence up-

stream stages of innovation. Mezzanotti (2021) shows that increases in financing costs

reduce research investment and patenting activity, while later stages of product develop-

ment are less sensitive to financial conditions. This evidence implies that financial shocks

may affect early discovery and patenting activity more strongly than downstream clinical

development.

Together, these insights provide the theoretical bridge connecting the corporate fi-

nance literature to our empirical setting. The mechanism linking financial shocks to

innovation can be summarized as follows. Capital structure distortions may limit firms’

ability to pursue risky research opportunities. When liquidity constraints are relaxed,

firms may respond by expanding exploratory research and strengthening their intellec-

tual property position. However, later stages of innovation—such as clinical development

and regulatory approval—may depend more heavily on scientific and organizational con-

straints than on financing conditions.

This framework yields several testable implications. If broad tax cuts increase in-

ternal liquidity, firms with greater financial constraints should respond more strongly

to the policy shock. Firms with higher leverage prior to the reform may experience a

larger relaxation of financing constraints. These firms may therefore increase upstream

innovation activities—such as patenting and early-stage research—relative to firms with

lower leverage.

At the same time, the framework suggests that downstream innovation activities may

be less responsive to liquidity shocks. Advancing drug candidates through clinical trials

requires substantial organizational capabilities, regulatory interactions, and scientific

progress. These factors may limit firms’ ability to accelerate development even when
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internal funds increase.

Guided by these insights, our analysis focuses on three research questions. First, did

firms adjust the allocation of innovation activities across the four strategic bundles fol-

lowing the 2017 tax reform? We examine whether the policy affected upstream activities

such as patenting and trial initiation differently from downstream activities such as clin-

ical completion and development speed. Second, did the TCJA causally change any of

the twelve innovation levers that characterize the pharmaceutical innovation pipeline?

Third, did firms with greater financial constraints respond more strongly to the tax-

induced liquidity shock? We focus primarily on differences between firms with high and

low debt-to-asset ratios prior to the reform.

These questions lead to our central hypothesis: if corporate tax cuts relax financ-

ing constraints, firms that were more financially constrained before the reform should

increase upstream innovation activities—such as patenting and early-stage trial initia-

tion—while showing weaker responses in downstream stages of development.

4 Empirical Strategy and Data

This section describes the empirical strategy and data used to evaluate the causal effect of

the 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TCJA) on pharmaceutical innovation. Our objective is

to determine whether the tax-induced liquidity shock causally altered how firms allocate

effort across the innovation pipeline. Rather than focusing exclusively on aggregate R&D

spending, we examine the intensive margin of innovation, captured through the twelve

operational innovation levers described in Section 3.

Our empirical approach combines three complementary strategies. First, we present

descriptive evidence comparing innovation outcomes before and after the policy reform.

Second, we estimate non-parametric event-time models that trace the evolution of inno-

vation outcomes around the introduction of the TCJA. Third, we implement an event-

15



study difference-in-differences (DiD) framework that exploits variation in firms’ exposure

to the tax shock. This strategy allows us to evaluate whether firms that benefited more

from the policy (larger exposure to the tax cut) changed their innovation trajectories

relative to comparable firms with lower exposure.

All analyses are conducted using quarterly firm-level data, which allows us to track

the timing of innovation responses with greater precision.

4.1 Data and Sources

Our dataset combines several sources of information on pharmaceutical firms and their

innovation activities. Patent data are obtained from patent databases that provide

information on patent filings, citations, and related bibliometric indicators. These data

allow us to construct measures of patent quantity, patent influence, and estimated patent

value. Patent-based measures are widely used in the economics of innovation literature to

capture inventive activity and the economic importance of discoveries (Henderson et al.

(2005); Akcigit et al. (2022)).

Information on clinical trials is obtained from ClinicalTrials.gov and the Cortellis

drug development database, which provide detailed information on the initiation, pro-

gression, and completion of clinical trials. These sources allow us to track the initiation

and completion of Phase I, Phase II, and Phase III trials as well as the duration of each

stage of clinical development. These data are widely used to study the pharmaceutical

innovation process because they provide a comprehensive record of drug development

activity.

Firm-level financial information is drawn from Compustat, which provides data on

balance sheets, income statements, and firm characteristics. These data are used to

construct measures of firm leverage, free cash flow, firm size, age, and other financial

variables used in the empirical analysis. Combining these sources yields a panel dataset
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of publicly traded pharmaceutical firms covering the period before and after the TCJA

reform. The use of multiple data sources allows us to track innovation outcomes from

the earliest stages of discovery (patenting) to later stages of clinical development.

4.2 Innovation Outcomes

The dependent variables correspond to the twelve innovation levers introduced in Section

3. These outcomes capture different stages of the pharmaceutical innovation process.

The first group of outcomes measures the strength of the firm’s intellectual-property

position. These variables include the number of patents filed by the firm, the estimated

economic value of those patents, and the number of citations received by those patents.

Patent citations capture the scientific importance and influence of a discovery, while

patent value provides an estimate of the economic significance of the innovation. We

follow the approach propose by (Kogan et al. (2017)) which provides a method to mea-

sure patent value from an event study style extraction of the stock market reaction to

patent grants.

The second group of outcomes captures pipeline expansion, measured through the

initiation of Phase I, Phase II, and Phase III clinical trials. These measures reflect firms’

willingness to begin new research programs and explore new therapeutic opportunities.

The third group of outcomes measures firms’ ability to cross the valley of death in drug

development. These variables capture the completion of Phase I, Phase II, and Phase

III clinical trials, which represent critical bottlenecks in the innovation process. The

final group measures time-to-knowledge, which captures the speed of the innovation

process. These outcomes measure the time required to complete each stage of clinical

development.

Together, these twelve measures provide a detailed view of how firms allocate re-

sources across the different stages of the pharmaceutical innovation pipeline.
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4.3 Econometric strategy

As a first step, we examine how innovation outcomes evolve before and after the TCJA.

The descriptive analysis compares the mean values of the twelve innovation levers in the

pre-policy period and the post-policy period. This exercise provides an initial indication

of whether innovation activity changed following the reform. While these descriptive

comparisons cannot establish causal effects, they provide useful information about broad

patterns in the data and help motivate the econometric analysis that follows.

Second, the non-parametric event analysis was conducted to examine how innovation

outcomes evolve around the policy change. In this approach, we exploit the exogenous

timing of the policy and track the average trajectory of each innovation outcome rela-

tive to the year of the tax reform. Like other use cases of non-parametric event analysis

(such as in Dobkin et al. (2018)), this analysis allows event-time coefficients to capture

how outcomes change before and after the policy relative to a baseline period. Major

advantages include flexible and visual assessments of the evolution of innovation ac-

tivity around the policy change without imposing strong parametric assumptions. In

particular, event-time plots allow us to examine whether innovation outcomes follow

similar trajectories before the reform and whether they diverge afterward. Yet, given

the lack of counterfactual, these estimates may not be interpreted as a causal effect. Our

econometric specification is of the following form:

Yit = γt +Xitα +
−1∑

r=−5

µr +
4∑

r=1

µr + εit.

In this equation, Yit denotes (log of) each of the outcomes in the 12 levers we are in-

terested in for firm i in quarter t; r represents yearly event-time indicators relative to the

TCJA enactment, omitting r = 0 as the reference year. µ captures calendar time fixed

effects, and Xit is a vector of firm-level and macroeconomic control variables. Specif-
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ically, the controls include firm assets, market capitalization, cash reserves, leverage,

and operating income. We also control for macroeconomic conditions using quarterly

GDP, inflation, unemployment, the 10-year Treasury yield, as well as exchange rates. To

assess robustness and the role of omitted variable bias, we estimate sequential models,

progressively adding control sets from a baseline to a fully specified version.

Lastly, to estimate causal effects, we implement an event-study difference-in-differences

design with treatment and comparison groups. The key idea is to compare firms that

were more exposed to the tax reform with firms that were less exposed. Our main mea-

sure of exposure is based on pre-policy leverage, defined as the ratio of debt to assets.

Firms with higher leverage prior to the reform are more likely to experience a relaxation

of financing constraints when after-tax cash flows increase. We therefore classify firms

into two groups: a treatment group consisting of firms with high debt-to-asset ratios

(above 10%) and a control group consisting of firms with lower leverage (below 10%).

The econometric specification is as follows:

Yit = γt + β1TreatPostit + β2Treati + β3Postt +Xitα + εit.

Treati is the treatment group dummy variable; it is equal to 1 for firms with high

debt-to-asset ratios in pre-policy periods. Postt is the time dummy variable that takes

the value of 1 after the TCJA in 2017. TreatPostit is the interaction term between the

treatment group and the time period dummy variable, and the coefficient β1 captures

the causal effects of the policy change. Outcome variables, firm controls covariates, time

fixed effects, and macroeconomic controls are as in the non-parametric event analysis.

The identifying assumption is that treatment and control firms follow parallel trends in

innovation outcomes prior to the policy change. We test this assumption by examining

pre-policy trajectories in the event-study framework. To test the robustness of our

findings, we also examine alternative measures of financial constraints and liquidity
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exposure. We repeat the analysis using three additional dimensions of heterogeneity.

First, we examine differences between firms with low versus high free cash flow (FCF

cutoff non-positive prior to policy vs positive). Firms with low internal cash flow are

more likely to face financing constraints and may therefore respond more strongly to

a tax-induced increase in internal liquidity. Second, we compare young (founded af-

ter 2000) versus mature (founded before 2000) firms. Younger firms often face greater

financing frictions and rely more heavily on internal funding to support research invest-

ment. Third, we examine small (market cap below 2 billion) versus large (market cap

above 2 billion) firms. Smaller firms may have more limited access to external financing

and may therefore be more sensitive to changes in internal funds.

For each of these dimensions, firms are classified into high- and low-exposure groups

based on sample cutoff points frequently mentioned in the literature. These additional

specifications allow us to examine whether the innovation response varies across firms

with different financial characteristics. Taken together, these analyses generate 48 em-

pirical tests across the twelve innovation levers and four measures of exposure to the tax

reform. All regressions used semi-log specification so that coefficient can be interpreted

as percentage changes with respect to the control group.

Table 0 (in the Appendix) reports descriptive statistics for all variables used in the

analysis. The table includes summary statistics for the twelve innovation outcomes as

well as the key financial variables used to construct treatment and control groups.

On average, firms in the sample generate around 14 patents each year before the tax

cut policy, reflecting the high research intensity of the pharmaceutical industry. Clini-

cal trial activity also varies widely across firms, consistent with the sequential nature of

drug development and the concentration of research activity among large pharmaceutical

companies. These descriptive statistics highlight the substantial heterogeneity in inno-

vation activity across 175 pharmaceutical firms and provide a baseline for interpreting
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the econometric results presented in the next section.

5 Results

5.1 Descriptive Evidence

We begin by examining how innovation outcomes evolve before and after the implemen-

tation of the 2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act. This descriptive exercise compares average

values of the 12 innovation levers in the pre-policy period (2012–2016) and the post-

policy period (2017–2021). While these comparisons do not establish causality, they

provide an initial view of whether broad shifts occurred across the innovation pipeline.

First, the first bundle captures the strength of the intellectual-property moat, mea-

sured through patent counts, patent value, and patent citations. The descriptive ev-

idence suggests that the scale of patent production remains broadly stable while the

quality of patents improves modestly. Average patent counts change little, declining

slightly from 14.5 patents per firm in the pre-policy period to 14.2 in the post-policy

period. In contrast, indicators of patent influence increase. Average patent value rises

from $832.4 million to $854 million, and patent citations increase from 37 to 43.7 on

average. The last two results are statistically significant.

These patterns indicate that firms did not necessarily produce more patents after

the reform, but the patents they generated appear to be more influential and poten-

tially more valuable. This pattern is consistent with our proposed mechanism—debt-

overhang relief and upstream innovation—where additional liquidity strengthens early-

stage discovery and intellectual property. At the same time, the increase in patent

quality may also reflect strategic patenting behavior, including secondary patents that

reinforce intellectual-property protection.

The outcome of need patents and completion are not discussed as they do not change
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(See Table 0 with descriptive statistics). Now, moving to the time-to-knowledge bundle

measures how quickly firms move drug candidates through clinical development. If tax-

driven liquidity were used to accelerate development, we would expect shorter completion

times for clinical trials.

Interestingly, the descriptive evidence shows the opposite pattern. Average comple-

tion times increase across all three phases of development. Phase I completion times

rise from 5.3 to 9.2 months, Phase II from 7.1 to 19.4 months, and Phase III from 5.3

to 9.6 months. All these results are statistically significant. These results suggest that

the additional liquidity generated by the tax reform was not used to accelerate clinical

development or to shorten the path to market. The increase in development timelines

may partly reflect broader industry trends—such as greater trial complexity and stricter

regulatory requirements—rather than firm-level responses to the tax policy.

Taken together, the descriptive evidence points to three broad patterns. First, the

IP moat strengthens, with improvements in patent value and citations. Second, pipeline

expansion and project execution remain broadly unchanged, suggesting little movement

in trial initiation or completion. Third, time-to-knowledge does not accelerate, as de-

velopment timelines lengthen rather than shorten. These patterns suggest that if the

TCJA affected innovation, its effects are likely concentrated in upstream research activ-

ities rather than downstream clinical development. However, descriptive comparisons

cannot establish whether these changes reflect causal effects of the policy or broader

industry trends. We therefore turn next to non-parametric event analysis, which allows

us to examine whether innovation trajectories exhibit structural changes around the

introduction of the tax reform.
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5.2 Non-parametric analysis

To move beyond simple before–after comparisons, we next examine whether innovation

trajectories exhibit structural changes around the introduction of the TCJA. We esti-

mate non-parametric event-time models that trace the evolution of each innovation lever

relative to the year of the tax reform. This approach allows us to visualize how outcomes

evolve before and after the policy while imposing minimal functional form assumptions.

Event-time plots provide a transparent way to assess whether innovation outcomes follow

similar trajectories prior to the policy and whether they diverge afterward. The figures

plot estimated coefficients relative to a pre-policy baseline with confidence intervals that

indicate statistical significance.

Figure 1 presents the non-parametric event trajectories for the three levers that de-

fine the intellectual-property moat: patent counts, patent value, and patent citations.

The trajectories show modest but visible upward shifts in patent value and citations fol-

lowing the tax reform. These patterns indicate that the economic and scientific influence

of patents increases slightly after 2017. Yet, most estimated coefficient are not statisti-

cally significant after the tax cuts. In contrast, the trajectory of patent counts remains

largely flat, suggesting that the reform did not substantially increase the number of

patents produced. Taken together, these results indicate that any response in patenting

activity appears to occur primarily through quality rather than quantity. This pat-

tern is consistent with the hypothesis that additional liquidity may strengthen upstream

discovery activities or intellectual-property positions without necessarily expanding the

overall scale of patent production.

As pipeline expansion, Figure 2 examines the pipeline expansion bundle, which in-

cludes the initiation of Phase I, Phase II, and Phase III clinical trials. Across all three

stages, the event-time trajectories show no visible break around the policy change. The

initiation of new clinical trials follows similar trends before and after the reform, sug-
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gesting that firms did not broadly expand their research pipelines in response to the

tax-induced liquidity shock. These results imply that the TCJA did not generate a no-

ticeable increase in exploratory research activity measured through new trial initiation.

In other words, the policy does not appear to have significantly broadened the set of

new drug development projects entering the pipeline.

Figure 3 presents results for the valley-of-death bundle, which captures the com-

pletion of Phase I, Phase II, and Phase III clinical trials. Completion of early clinical

stages—Phases I and II—shows no structural change in trajectory following the tax re-

form. The event-time coefficients remain close to zero, indicating that firms did not move

drug candidates through these stages at higher rates after the policy change. There is

some evidence of an uptick in Phase III completion, though the pattern is modest and

does not appear to represent a broad disruption in the trajectory of late-stage devel-

opment. Overall, the results suggest that the TCJA did not materially improve firms’

ability to convert early-stage research into clinically validated therapies.

Figure 4 reports the non-parametric event-time trajectories for the time-to-knowledge

bundle, which measures the speed of clinical development across Phases I, II, and III. If

additional liquidity were used to accelerate the innovation process, we would expect to

observe shorter development timelines following the policy change. Instead, the results

show slightly longer development timelines, with coefficients moving upward rather than

downward. This pattern suggests that clinical development did not accelerate following

the reform. If anything, development times lengthen modestly after the policy change.

Taken together, the non-parametric analysis reveals a consistent pattern across the

four innovation bundles. First, the intellectual-property moat improves modestly, with

upward shifts in patent value and citation measures. Second, pipeline expansion remains

largely unchanged, with no visible increase in the initiation of clinical trials. Third,

throughput across the valley of death remains broadly flat, as completion rates in early
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clinical phases show little movement. Finally, time-to-knowledge does not accelerate, as

development timelines increase slightly rather than decrease.

These results reinforce the descriptive evidence presented earlier. The main observ-

able response to the tax reform appears concentrated in upstream innovation activities,

while downstream stages of the pharmaceutical development process remain largely un-

affected. However, non-parametric patterns alone cannot establish causal effects because

they do not account for a counterfactual of the policy. In our next step, our identifi-

cation (still work in progress) tries to assess differences in firms’ exposure to the tax

reform. We therefore turn next to our event-study difference-in-differences analysis with

treatment and controls, which exploits variation in firms’ financial exposure to the tax

cut to estimate causal effects across the twelve innovation levers. We will focus on our

main results: comparing firm with high and low debt ratio to asset firm. Our robustness

test will follow the event analysis with diff-in-diff results.

5.3 Event-Study Difference-in-Differences Results

Tables 1–4 report the main causal estimates of the paper. Each table corresponds

to one of the four innovation bundles introduced earlier. Table 1 reports results for

the intellectual-property moat (patent count, patent value, and citations), Table 2 for

pipeline expansion (trial starts), Table 3 for valley-of-death completion, and Table 4 for

time-to-knowledge (trial speed). Within each table, Panel A presents the baseline spec-

ification comparing firms with high versus low debt-to-asset ratios prior to the reform.

Additional panels report robustness analyses using alternative measures of financial ex-

posure (free cash flow, firm age, and firm size). The coefficient of interest throughout is

the interaction Treatment × Post, which captures the differential change in innovation

outcomes for treated firms after the tax reform relative to control firms.

Before discussing the results, the full results to show parallel trends are shown in
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(Appendix Tables A1-A4). Full results of the event analysis with difference-in-differences

are shown in (Appendix Tables A5-A8). We now proceed to discuss the main results.

Table 1 shows that firms with higher pre-policy leverage exhibit a significant im-

provement in intellectual-property outcomes following the tax reform. The Treatment

× Post coefficient indicates that highly leveraged firms generate approximately 12 per-

cent (p<0.05) more patents relative to lower-leverage firms after the reform. The effect

is even larger for the value of patents, which increases by roughly 22 percent (p<0.10)

for treated firms. In contrast, the coefficient for patent citations is positive (3%) but not

statistically significant. Taken together, these results indicate that firms with tighter

financial constraints strengthened their intellectual-property positions after the tax re-

form. The increase in patent counts and patent value suggests that additional liquid-

ity translated into greater upstream research output or stronger intellectual-property

protection. These patterns are consistent with the mechanism discussed earlier: relax-

ing financing constraints allows firms to expand exploratory innovation activities and

strengthen their intellectual-property moat.

Table 2 examines whether the tax-induced liquidity shock affected firms’ decisions

to initiate new drug development projects. The results show a statistically significant

increase in Phase I trial starts among high-debt firms. The Treatment × Post coefficient

implies roughly a 3 percent (p<0.5) increase in Phase I trial initiation relative to low-

debt firms. However, the coefficients for Phase II and Phase III trial starts are small

and statistically not significant. This pattern suggests that while financially constrained

firms initiated more early-stage projects after the tax reform, they did not significantly

expand later-stage clinical development. The response therefore appears concentrated in

the earliest stage of pipeline formation, which is consistent with the idea that liquidity

shocks primarily affect exploratory research decisions rather than the entire development

pipeline.
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Table 3 evaluates whether the tax reform improved firms’ ability to move drug candi-

dates through the clinical development process. Across all three measures—completion

of Phase I, Phase II, and Phase III trials—the Treatment × Post coefficients are small

and statistically insignificant. These results indicate no measurable improvement in the

rate at which firms convert early research into successful clinical progression. In other

words, the liquidity shock generated by the tax reform did not help firms cross the

critical attrition points that characterize pharmaceutical development. Advancing drug

candidates through clinical testing requires substantial scientific progress, regulatory in-

teraction, and organizational capabilities. These factors appear to limit firms’ ability to

translate additional financial resources into higher completion rates.

Table 4 examines whether the tax reform affected the speed of clinical development,

measured through the time required to complete Phases I–III trials. Across all three

phases, the Treatment × Post coefficients are statistically insignificant but high in size.

Interestingly, they indicate longer time after the reform rather than shorter times. In

one outcome the estimates are slightly negative but small, suggesting marginally smaller

development times. These results indicate that additional liquidity did not shorten de-

velopment timelines or accelerate the arrival of new therapies to market. The absence

of a speed response reinforces the idea that downstream stages of pharmaceutical inno-

vation are constrained by factors other than financing, including scientific uncertainty,

regulatory requirements, and trial complexity.

In sum, the difference-in-differences estimates reveal a clear pattern across the in-

novation pipeline. The tax reform appears to affect upstream innovation activities but

has little impact on downstream stages of development. Firms with higher pre-policy

leverage increase patent production and patent value and modestly expand early-stage

research through additional Phase I trial starts. However, we find no evidence that the

reform improved project completion or accelerated development timelines.
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These results are consistent with the corporate-finance mechanism discussed earlier.

If the tax reform relaxed financing constraints, its effects should appear first in option-

like upstream innovation activities, where projects are relatively flexible and inexpensive

to initiate. In contrast, later stages of drug development involve larger commitments of

capital and depend more heavily on scientific and regulatory factors, making them less

responsive to changes in internal liquidity.

The remaining panels of Tables 1–4 examine whether similar patterns emerge when

exposure to the tax reform is measured using alternative indicators of financial con-

straints. We turn to these sensitivity analyses in the next section.

5.4 Robustness Across Alternative Exposure Measures

We next examine whether the baseline results are robust to alternative definitions of

firms’ exposure to the tax-induced liquidity shock. Tables 1–4 (Panels B–D) repeat the

event-study difference-in-differences analysis using three additional dimensions of finan-

cial exposure: free cash flow, firm age, and firm size. Table 5 summarizes these results

by reporting the brackets containing the ranges [min, max] of statistically significant

treatment effects across all specifications. Importantly, too highlight that parallel trend

hold in all cases between treatment and control except we compare small vs large firm.

We now discuss the main results related to the coefficient of interest. Across the

48 estimated coefficients, the results display a consistent pattern. Significant effects are

concentrated in the intellectual-property moat bundle, particularly for patent counts and

patent value. Depending on the exposure measure, patent counts increase by roughly

3.6%–16.2%, while patent value rises between 3.7%–47.2%. Patent citations also show

modest positive effects in some specifications, though the estimates are less consistently

significant.

In contrast, the remaining innovation bundles show little evidence of systematic

28



responses. Pipeline expansion outcomes (Phase I–III starts) display small and occasion-

ally significant estimates. For instance, Start Phase I improves showing a range from

[1.6%, 3.2%]. The rest of pipeline expansion results are not statistically significant and

these effects are not consistent across exposure definitions. Similarly, the valley-of-death

completion measures (Phase I–III completions) show very limited responses, with most

coefficients statistically insignificant and economically small.

Finally, time-to-knowledge outcomes exhibit no evidence of acceleration. The esti-

mated effects for trial speed are imprecise and span both positive and negative ranges,

indicating that the tax reform did not systematically shorten development timelines.

Overall, the sensitivity analysis confirms the main pattern identified in the baseline

specification. Across alternative measures of financial exposure—including low versus

high free cash flow, young versus mature firms, and small versus large firms—the results

broadly mirror the debt-based analysis. Innovation responses remain concentrated in

upstream intellectual-property outcomes, while downstream stages of the pharmaceuti-

cal development process remain largely unaffected. These patterns are consistent with

the debt-overhang relief mechanism discussed earlier, whereby improvements in internal

liquidity primarily influence early-stage research activities rather than later phases of

clinical development.

6 Limits of Our Lens on Innovation and future venues

for research

Before concluding, it is important to recognize several limitations that shape the in-

terpretation of our findings. First, our analysis focuses on publicly traded pharma-

ceutical firms, which represent a large share of industry R&D but do not capture the

entire discovery ecosystem. Early-stage scientific exploration is increasingly conducted
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by venture-backed biotechnology startups, which play a critical role in the upstream

innovation pipeline. Because our dataset centers on publicly listed firms, part of the in-

novation response to the tax reform—particularly in early discovery—may occur outside

the segment we observe.

Second, our identification strategy relies on proxies for financial constraints, most

notably firms’ pre-policy debt-to-asset ratios. While leverage captures an important

dimension of financing frictions, the corporate finance literature suggests that financial

constraints may be better understood through a broader set of indicators that com-

bine firm size, age, and market capitalization. Several widely used measures—including

the Kaplan–Zingales index, the Whited–Wu index, the Hadlock–Pierce index, and the

Hoberg–Maksimovic approach—attempt to capture these multidimensional constraints

using firm characteristics observable in datasets such as Compustat. Our sensitivity

analyses using firm size, free cash flow, and firm age partially address these issues, but

future work could further explore these richer measures of financial constraints.

Relatedly, the net effect of corporate tax cuts on investment incentives may vary

across firms depending on their tax positions. While firms facing large tax liabilities

may benefit from the reduction in statutory tax rates through higher after-tax cash

flows, firms carrying large stocks of unused tax credits or accumulated deductions may

experience different incentives. In such cases, lower tax rates may reduce the value of

tax write-offs or investment deductions that were previously embedded in firms’ balance

sheets. These heterogeneous effects could potentially be identified through detailed tax

information rather than accounting disclosures in Compustat. This important research

remains beyond the scope of our current analysis.

Third, corporate finance theory suggests that the primary mechanical effect of a cor-

porate tax cut is to increase the present value of after-tax cash flows for both existing

assets and future projects. In principle, this change can make previously unprofitable
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or marginal projects profitable. However, the transmission of this financial shock to in-

novation decisions depends on firms’ ability to convert financial capital into productive

research activities. In pharmaceutical development, this conversion requires complemen-

tary forms of capital—including human capital, organizational capabilities, and scientific

knowledge—that may constrain firms’ ability to scale research even when financial re-

sources increase. We do not observe this time variant factors within a firm.

Fourth, firms may face complementarities between financial capital and non-financial

inputs, such as organizational capital or accumulated technological knowledge. Even if

tax cuts increase internal funds, deploying those funds productively may require invest-

ments in scientific teams, clinical infrastructure, and regulatory expertise. These forms

of organizational capital, discussed in the corporate finance literature following work by

Eisfeldt and coauthors, are difficult to observe directly in standard datasets. As a re-

sult, our empirical approach—based on patents and clinical trials—captures observable

innovation outcomes but cannot fully measure investments in organizational capabilities

that may shape the long-run productivity of R&D.

Fifth, tax policy interacts with investment incentives through complex dynamic chan-

nels. In particular, changes in statutory tax rates may alter the value of tax credits and

accelerated write-offs for R&D investment. In extreme cases, if tax rates fall sufficiently,

the tax benefits associated with expensing or crediting investment expenditures may

decline. Firms that previously relied heavily on such provisions could therefore face

altered incentives for R&D investment. These dynamic interactions between tax rates

and investment deductions are difficult to isolate within our event-study framework.

One needs to consider that corporate tax cuts may also influence capital structure

decisions. Classical corporate finance theory suggests that when tax rates fall, the tax

advantage of debt financing declines, potentially leading firms to reduce leverage. In

such cases, firms may choose to repay existing debt rather than expand investment.
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Although our empirical design focuses on differences between high- and low-leverage

firms prior to the reform, the broader adjustments in capital structure following the tax

cut may partially offset the mechanisms we seek to identify.

In addition, tax reforms can also affect firms’ payout policies, particularly the choice

between dividends and share repurchases. Lower corporate taxes may increase the at-

tractiveness of share repurchases, which offer flexibility relative to dividends. While

our prior work (Trujillo et al. (2026)) finds no structural increase in buybacks follow-

ing the reform in this sector, payout policies remain a potential channel through which

tax-induced liquidity could be redistributed rather than invested.

Tax cuts may influence the relative attractiveness of acquisitions versus organic in-

vestment. Firms receiving large liquidity shocks may find it more profitable to acquire

external innovation rather than develop it internally. Indeed, we observe evidence of in-

creased mergers and acquisitions activity following the reform. In such cases, innovation

may still occur but becomes reallocated across organizational boundaries, particularly

as large pharmaceutical firms acquire smaller biotechnology companies with promising

assets.

Some studies suggest that tax reforms can affect firms’ decisions to repatriate overseas

profits, potentially increasing domestic investment. Although repatriation provisions

were part of the TCJA, identifying their impact specifically within the pharmaceutical

sector remains challenging given the complex multinational structures of many firms in

this industry.

Finally, part of our post-policy period overlaps with the COVID-19 pandemic, which

disrupted global research activity and clinical trial operations. Although our empirical

design includes macroeconomic controls and fixed effects, broader industry shocks asso-

ciated with the pandemic may still influence the trajectory of pharmaceutical innovation

during the later years of the sample. Taken together, these limitations highlight that
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our empirical design captures an important but partial view of the innovation system,

centered on observable outputs within publicly traded firms.

7 Concluding remarks

This paper, to the best of our knowledge, is the first attempt to measure whether the

2017 Tax Cuts and Jobs Act (TCJA) acted as a windfall that stimulated productive

pharmaceutical innovation or instead functioned as a costly policy with limited effects on

research activity. Using a framework that decomposes innovation into twelve operational

levers grouped into four strategic bundles, we examine how firms reallocated effort across

the pharmaceutical innovation pipeline following the reform.

Across three layers of empirical analysis—descriptive evidence, non-parametric event

trajectories, and event-study difference-in-differences estimates—we find a consistent

pattern. The tax reform appears to have shifted innovation activity primarily in up-

stream research domains, particularly among firms with high pre-policy leverage.

Consistent with corporate finance theory, the reduction in financing frictions asso-

ciated with the tax reform appears to have relieved debt-overhang distortions, allowing

highly leveraged firms to expand certain exploratory innovation activities. These firms

increased patent production and patent value, and they initiated slightly more Phase I

clinical trials, suggesting a modest expansion of early-stage research options.

However, the broader pharmaceutical innovation pipeline shows little evidence of

structural change. Across the remaining nine innovation levers—including pipeline ex-

pansion beyond Phase I, project completion across clinical phases, and the speed of

clinical development—we find no systematic improvements following the tax reform.

Even when examining alternative measures of financial constraints, including low free

cash flow, firm age, and firm size, the results remain largely unchanged.

These findings suggest that liquidity expansions alone are insufficient to transform
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the downstream stages of pharmaceutical innovation. The key bottlenecks associated

with Eroom’s Law—rising development costs, longer clinical trials, and increasing sci-

entific complexity—appear to lie in factors beyond firms’ immediate financial capacity.

Regulatory constraints, scientific uncertainty, and organizational capabilities may play

a larger role in shaping the pace at which new therapies move through the development

pipeline.

From a corporate finance perspective, the results are consistent with the idea that

tax cuts primarily operate through changes in the present value of projects. By increas-

ing the after-tax value of both assets in place and future investment opportunities, tax

reductions may make some marginal projects profitable. Yet converting these financial

incentives into productive innovation requires complementary resources—scientific ex-

pertise, organizational capabilities, and regulatory knowledge—that cannot be expanded

as quickly as financial capital.

From a policy perspective, our findings align with a growing body of research showing

that innovation responds most strongly to targeted incentives rather than broad fiscal

shocks. Policies that directly address specific frictions in the innovation process—such as

support for early-stage science, mechanisms to accelerate clinical trials, or incentives tied

to specific therapeutic needs—may be more effective at improving research productivity.

Recent policy developments also point in this direction. For example, the Inflation

Reduction Act (IRA) of 2022 introduced provisions allowing eligible startups to offset

payroll taxes with R&D tax credits. Such targeted mechanisms may help stimulate

innovation where financing constraints are most binding, particularly among smaller or

younger firms engaged in early-stage scientific discovery.

In closing, our evidence suggests that the TCJA functioned less as a broad engine

of pharmaceutical innovation and more as a modest liquidity shock whose effects were

concentrated in upstream intellectual-property activity. Breaking the productivity slow-
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down captured by Eroom’s Law will likely require policy tools aimed directly at the

scientific and regulatory bottlenecks of the innovation process, rather than relying on

broad tax reductions to indirectly stimulate research investment.
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