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The Importance of Research

Gender

57% male, 43% female

Experience

59% have 10 years or more work experience

Career Status

75% report that they have not yet reached the
peaks of their careers

Company Type

51% biotech, 25% pharma, 13% university;
more than 4 out of 5 work in private industry

Geography

73% from North America; 15% from Europe;
8% from Asia/Pacific Rim

Maintaining the Edge
Given the recent economic turmoil and the fact that patent protection
on many successful drugs is set to expire in a few years, maintaining
innovation is more essential than ever to a company’s survival. And
each company has gone about increasing and maintaining innovation through different approaches.
“We have a new CEO, Andrew Witty, who has been incredibly dynamic in helping the company understand that the old pharma model
has to change,” says Nigel Broom director of UK R&D recruitment at
GlaxoSmithKline (GSK), the largest pharmaceutical company in the
UK. “And that we will be leaders and not followers in that change.”
To increase its early pipeline, GSK has shifted focus to scientific
areas that are most likely to lead to new medicines. Together
with vaccines, GSK’s R&D is now focused on biopharmaceuticals,
immunoinflammation, infectious diseases, metabolic pathways,
neuroscience, oncology, ophthalmology, and respiratory conditions.
“We have been making the change for a while, certainly in R&D,”
says Broom.
In addition, the company has expanded collaborations with
external partners as well as with academia. Recent alliances include
organizations such as Cellzome and the Harvard Stem Cell Institute,
as well as the acquisition of small biotech companies like Sirtris
and Genelabs.
The year 2008 saw the creation of discovery performance units
(DPUs) within GSK. Each DPU is a compact, fully empowered,
focused, and integrated team which has responsibility for a small
part of the pipeline. “Each DPU has guaranteed funding for three
years and then the funding is reassessed,” says Broom. “They are
run as mini businesses and people are very engaged. They have to
regularly justify why they need continued funding.” These units,
which had been running for about six to nine months by the time this
article went to press, are “reflective of the changes that are going on
at GSK,” says Broom.
GSK monitors the level of satisfaction among its employees on a
regular basis through a survey aptly called PULSE. “We have done a
fair bit of changing. At first people were uncertain about it, but the
approval numbers have now bounced back and gotten higher,” says
Broom. “There is enthusiasm for the work and a commitment to it.
There is a lot of commitment to Witty and the path he is taking us.”
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One of the key ingredients of innovation is cutting-edge research.
This year’s survey respondents identified research quality as one of
the top six drivers of the best employers—a characteristic that was
not on the list last year (see figure on p. 166).
Over 90 percent of survey takers who selected the top four
employers (Genentech, Boerhringer Ingelheim, Genzyme, and
Monsanto) agreed that these companies engage in important, highquality research. In addition, doing high quality research was among
the top three drivers for 18 employers out of the top 20 (see figure
on p. 162).
“Genentech was founded on doing great science, with a focus
on translational research,” says Genentech’s Tessier-Lavigne.
Genentech’s co-founder, Robert Swanson, who died in 1999, often
referred to the importance of Genentech’s employees by saying,
“our most valuable assets go home every evening in tennis shoes,”
recalls Tessier-Lavigne.
Tessier-Lavigne is one of several established scientists who
were brought to Genentech’s top management from academia.
Because of its focus on high-quality research and informal atmosphere, Genentech has long been viewed as a cross between
academia and industry. Vishva Dixit, vice president of physiological chemistry, joined Genentech in 1997 from the University of
Michigan. “When people ask him ‘What is it like working in industry?’ he answers ‘I don’t know, I went to Genentech,’” says
Tessier-Lavigne.
Genentech’s employees value “being part of a science-driven
culture and one with very little hierarchy,” he adds. “But what
inspires them is being focused on improving patients’ lives. That’s
what motivates us here.”

Flat Hierarchies
It comes as no surprise that scientists don’t like hierarchy and most
companies that made the top 20 list understand that. Representatives
from these companies typically describe their company’s environment as being open and with little top-to-bottom decision making.
“Scientists live for initiatives, they live for motivation. They
need to be taken seriously and not micromanaged,” says Gerd
Schnorrenberg, senior vice president for research for Boehringer
Ingelheim, based at the company’s largest research site in Biberach, Germany. “We have very flat hierarchy in research. Our scientists report their project results in management meetings directly to
board members.”
With 41,300 employees worldwide, Boehringer Ingelheim has
1,700 researchers (out of a total of 6,700 employees in the whole
research and development area). A relatively small research group
helps maintain informal and open communication. “Among us researchers, we all know each other quite well,” says Schnorrenberg.
The company has performed several so-called “landmark” studies.
The results of one study, known as UPLIFT, for example, one of four
large-scale studies conducted in 2008, demonstrated the effectiveness and safety of a drug called Spiriva in about 6,000 patients with
respiratory disease.
Because the company is privately owned, “we are able to invest
in mega trials without any concerns about how Wall Street will react,” says David Nurnberger, senior vice president, human resources at Boehringer Ingelheim Pharmaceuticals, the company’s US affiliate. “We have no public stock, so we can maintain a long-term
view. We can invest in large, sometimes long, trials to get the data
we need.” continued »
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