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Are we daring to fail spectacularly?
In a landscape of profound uncertainty, 2017 saw record levels of investment in the UK life sciences 
industry. With 2.4 BN raised in IPO’s and further offerings, 2017 saw a 20% increase in investment 
versus 2016.

So, are we in a situation with Brexit that only those who dare to fail spectacularly can ever achieve 
greatly? Or with continued investment 2017 versus 2016 showing record investment on the 
backdrop and full knowledge that Brexit will happen, we just don’t know what the future holds? 
Do we ever know that? As an industry we are predisposed to constant change, that is the nature of 
the life sciences beast.  The 64 BN life sciences industry in the UK is one of our leading lights as a 

country. In so many ways we are an international benchmark for success, and yet, as a nation we do always see our world 
through a prism of negativity. Remain or leave, much of our economic destiny is now clustered very much in life sciences. I 
guess we can either talk ourselves up, and focus on a future that we have to make work, or we can continue to mourn our 
fate, and therefore make that an indicator of our future.

So, a confusing picture all round really because indicators and facts demonstrate investment increasing 2016 versus 2017 
and therefore the requirement to identify skilled labour to fill newly created positions. Overall the total life sciences 
staffing market showed a 5.2% growth in vacancies with a noted increase in scientific roles at 10% year on year.

If you segment the rise in new roles down by regions, not surprisingly the Oxford & Cambridge hubs, of which 98% 
are SME and 30% founded in the last 5 years, we see a 42% rise in vacancies within scientific research roles within this 
cluster. Oxford specifically saw an overall increase of 51% of vacancies versus 2016. The industry however continues to be 
concentrated in the South East with 72% of all available roles being advertised there. 

However, it could be said the North is fighting back. After the relocation of Astra Zeneca (AZ) away from Alderley Edge a 
new Biotech hub has grown up at AZ’s old site. Edinburgh’s BioQuarter is emerging as a leading EU destination and seen 
a 20% increase in available roles 2016 versus 2017. As these biohubs develop across the UK we are seeing 20% of all R&D 
vacancies clustered into the biotech industry. 

Astra Zeneca took GSK’s crown as number one pharma company for posted vacancies in 2017. GSK in fact saw a drop in 
overall vacancies of circa 49%. This could be attributed to the sale of Horlicks and anticipated layoffs and the decision to 
not open a factory in Cumbria resulting in the loss of 320 jobs. In fact four of the top twenty pharma businesses saw a 
significant reduction in hiring last year. 

So, as we see a decline in hiring in some prominent global players, our growing Biotech hubs and Med tech industry 
influence an overall increase in hiring alongside a growth shift in hires across Contract Research Organisations (CRO’s) as 
well. The future simply depends on what we do today. After decades of restructuring and transformation in industry in an 
attempt to respond to rapidly changing external environments we can all appreciate that change fatigue is at heightened 
levels. As digital and mobile technologies change the relationships between physicians an patients and Artificial 
Intelligence and Machine Learning continue to disrupt the industry, surely Brexit is just another change, and dare we see 
opportunity for us all?

Yvette Cleland 
CEO | Clinical Professionals Ltd
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Overview

The UK is well established as a global hub for Life Sciences, 
with over half a million people employed in the industry 
across pharmaceuticals, biotechnology and clinical 
research outsourcing. Therefore when analysing 2017, it is 
worth stating that despite the political uncertainty, there 
were record levels of investment into the industry. 

According to the London Stock Exchange, there were 
£2.4 BN raised in Life Sciences IPO’s and further offerings 
in 2017, which was 20% higher than the prior year. VC 
funding was also significant, with over £2.1 BN generated, 
a six fold increase compared to 2016. Straight away this 
continued investment translated into greater recruitment 
activity, where there were 5.2% more posted vacancies 
than in 2016, where Scientific roles specifically grew faster, 
with volumes up 9.9% year on year.

This investment into the sector looks set to continue, given 
the recently announced Life Sciences Sector deal, which 
proposes increasing government spending into R&D, 
strengthening the climate for clinical trials and establishing 
the HARP program.

Continuing to enable growth in the UK Biotechnology 
sector is seen as a critical component of this strategy, where 
already the Golden triangle has witnessed an explosion 
of new companies forming (98% of the life sciences 
companies in Oxford & Cambridge are SME’s, with almost 
30% formed in the last five years), where scientific roles are 
up 42% in the sector as a result. 

Similarly activity amongst the Clinical Research 
Organisations is also up significantly (20%), where the 
commitment to make the UK a world leader in clinical trials 
and to streamline the regulatory framework to enable this 
remains a key priority. As part of this the Government is 
promoting collaboration between Academia and Business, 
for example with the Medicines Company partnership with 
the University of Oxford for a $100m clinical trial contract 
for a cholesterol drug.
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Scien�fic Vacancies by Sector, 
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Geographic Analysis

In a sign of how significant the UK is as 
pharmaceuticals market, in 2017 30% of all scientific 
vacancies in the EU were based in the UK, which 
was broadly consistent with the prior year. (31%) 
Given the investment being made into Life Sciences 
both by Government and Venture Capital, the sector 
is expected to continue to grow within the UK going 
forward, especially once there is clarity around the 
nature of the new EU relationship.

Regionally 2017 saw a shift in activity away from 
Cambridge and towards the rest of the south east. 
Oxford specifically had vacancies increase 51%, 
which coincided with Oxford Bio Medica receiving 
their Manufacturer/Importer License (MIA), 
from the UK Medicines and Healthcare products 
Regulatory Agency in August 2017. Similarly in 
Reading, with the Quintiles rebrand to Iqvia now 
in place, activity picked up significantly, where 
scientific vacancies were up 23% on 2016.

Overall, over 72% of all posted vacancies were 
located in South East, East and London regions, 
which is a sign of how concentrated the industry is. 
There have been attempts to ensure there is greater 
investment nationwide, for example through the 
‘northern powerhouse’ project. Overall there are 
45,000 people working in life sciences across the 
region, where despite the relocation of Astrazeneca 
away from the Alderley edge site, this has resulted 
in the creation of a new biotech hub, so to promote 
life sciences in the north.

Similarly with Scotland, Edinburgh’s BioQuarter 
site is a leading European destination, where the 
Scottish Government have also been proactive 
in promoting the sector. This has led to Scotland 
having increased vacancy activity of 20% year on 
year, making it one of the fastest growing regions in 
the UK.
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Cambridge Scien�fic Vacancies vs % UK
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Analysis by Role

Investment into R&D has now resulted in this being 
the largest single area of scientific vacancies, with 
overall volumes increasing by 19.6% year on year. 
Interestingly the greatest growth in R&D has actually 
come from Clinical Research Organisations, up 41%, 
could this be linked to them looking to manufacture 
biosimilars? By contrast, R&D vacancies in 
Pharmaceuticals companies have broadly held 
steady. Growth in biotechnology can also be seen 
through vacancy patterns, with 20% of all R&D roles 
now appearing within the sector.

With Clinical roles, a similar trend can be seen, 
where hiring within CRO’s are up significantly 
(15.7%,) where pharmaceuticals in contrast has 
actually seen in fall in clinical vacancies of 11%. In 
a sign of how CRO’s dominate this area, only 24% 
of clinical roles were in pharmaceuticals companies 
(compared to 73% in CRO’s.)

In contrast, pharmaceuticals companies dominate 
when it comes to medical roles, with 83% of the 
vacancies being within the sector. This is also one 
of the few growth areas for the pharmaceuticals 
companies year on year, with vacancies up 15% in 
the sector.

One other area worth highlighting is for regulatory. 
Now with the EMA relocating to Amsterdam, 
to what extent will companies look to recruit 
regulatory staff in the Netherlands instead of 
the UK? Up to now vacancies for regulatory 
professionals has held steady, with vacancies in 
pharmaceuticals companies up 5%, equally it will be 
an area worth watching once the EMA has officially 
relocated.

In terms of non scientific roles, sales and marketing 
roles have seen the most growth year on year, up 
15% and 12% respectively.  The other area worth 
mentioning is HR, which has seen overall activity up 
9.6 with the fastest growing area being for internal 
recruiters, up 23.7% year on year.
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Top Companies

When analysing by company, Astrazeneca took GSK’s 
crown as the number one life sciences company of 
the year, in terms of posted vacancies, where activity 
was up 6% on 2016. In constrast, GSK had a drop of 
49%, which corresponds with announcements made 
about the sale of Horlicks with expected layoffs of 
hundreds of workers. GSK also scrapped plans to 
open a factory in Ulverston, Cumbria, which resulted 
in a loss of 320 jobs and had an adverse impact 
on overall hiring numbers. Indeed of the seven 
pharmaceuticals companies in the top twenty, four 
had seen reduced activity year on year. Of the three 
with increased activity, the other two were Novartis 
and Pfizer. 

In contrast, what is striking is the increase in activity 
amongst the Clinical Research Organisations, 
which already constitute eleven of the top twenty 
life sciences companies, when ranked by posted 
vacancies. Eurofins in particular saw the largest 
increase in year on year activity, up 142% on 2016, 
equally other CRO’s worth mentioning include 
Covance, PRA and Iqvia, all in the top six companies 
overall. Activity at Covance continues to increase, 
where volumes were up 49% year on year, while PRA 
and Iqvia also had a significant uplift on 2016 of 34% 
and 48% respectively.

The new Sector Deal for Life Sciences will fuel the 
continued rise of Contract Research Organisations 
and Biotechnology companies. The deal includes an 
increase in Research and Development Tax Credit 
money for Life Sciences companies, as well as 
additional investment in the sector and specialised 
education programmes. Insofar that the UK Life 
Sciences landscape is changing, this is likely to have 
a positive effect on the Life Sciences recruitment 
industry. 
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About Vacancyso� Data
Every day Vacancyso� monitors careers centres 
on thousands of company websites, and gathers 
links where there is change. These links are then 
categorised automa�cally, and in the case of 

relevant content, by Vacancyso� staff.
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