
LIFE SCIENCES REPORT

GOLDEN TRIANGLE



It is better to light a candle than complain about the darkness. Yet on the back drop of what can only 
be acknowledged as complete incompetence on the part of the UK governments negotiations and 
parliamentary “party before country”, it can be difficult to assess where the light burns. As a CEO of 
a business, uncertainty can be the worst of all worlds. If you are aware you are heading for disaster, 
you can at least plan for that.

If I were to consider where I believe the light does shine, in the face of uncertainty, we have some 
interesting and often conflicting levels of market intelligence to assess.

75% of all vacancies in life sciences are clustered within the “golden triangle” of London, Oxford and Cambridge. In spite 
of the political turbulence vacancies have continued to grow at circa 17% year on year in this region. Whilst the underlying 
perception is there has been less VC investment since Brexit, the actual data shows that the number of UK biotech’s has 
increased by 65% in the last three years. This does make me wonder what the market would be like with certainty attached 
to it? In fact Britain’s biotech sector is experiencing unprecedented growth with much of this investment supporting a 
plethora of starts ups focused on tackling some of the globes most pressing healthcare challenges. To context this, if you 
analyse Companies House data we find that 3,456 Biotech’s were involved in R&D in 2019, up from 2,095 in Q1 2016.

Brexit uncertainties have caused a vast level of uncertainty but the 85% growth in capital investment showed unprecedented 
capital investment of 2.2 billion in 2018 doubling the 2017 levels.

Within the “golden triangle” London reigned supreme with 840 biotech’s based in the capital at the beginning of 2019, 
showing the fastest growth as biotech’s in the capital more than doubled since 2016. Cambridge came in at second place 
with 258 biotech’s in Q1 2019. Oxford however has shown a 95% increase in biotech’s since 2016.

On the back drop of all of this investment, as expected open jobs vacancies continue to rise. Anecdotally line managers are 
making the assumption that the political environment is causing issues around “talent attraction” and this is making jobs 
take longer to fill. The question here then has to be, if jobs are now harder to fill because talent is scarce, why are “talent 
and HR” teams unresponsive to candidates applying for role directly or indirectly?

As CEO of a staffing business I have a unique insight into hiring practices across multiple life sciences businesses, large 
and small. I would have assumed that in turbulent times with candidate skills at a vast shortage that the “War for Talent” 
would ensure that the candidate journey through a recruitment process would be swift, professional, well planned and 
with the candidates experience at the forefront. Whether the candidate gains the role or not, at the top of the agenda for 
all organisations is the experience. The reverse of this situation is in fact true.

Employer brands are in fact being compromised on a daily basis through the lack of care and consideration given to 
candidates who have demonstrated an interest and a desire to join a new company. Some are kept waiting for 2 to 4 weeks 
before even receiving feedback on their actual CV. This is neither uncommon or an acceptable business practice. So to 
conclude, whilst Brexit is the stalking horse in the news and the uncertainty a major challenge for business leaders, this is 
simply a moot point if a candidate will not join your growing biotech through their experience.

Investment is at its greatest levels ever, the candidate skill pool continues to diminish, we all articulate our great frustration 
around the governments incompetent levels of negotiation, and yet as an industry we can’t even construct a competent 
hiring strategy. Brexit may not in fact turn out to be our greatest challenge. 

Yvette Cleland - CEO | Clinical Professionals Ltd
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Overview
As the UK approaches the Brexit end game, there are fears 
in regards to the implications for the UK pharmaceuticals 
industry and with that specifically, the Golden triangle.

Potential threats to its future success include the impact 
on the cost of medicines, the associated investment both 
within and into the UK and further access to new and 
innovative research and products. The growth of concerns 
about the future regulation of pharmaceuticals, the 
potential for disruption regarding the mutual recognition 
of medicines, and the prospect of damaging disruption to 
cross-EU drug supply chains could well mean International 
pharmaceuticals companies shift resources away from the 
golden triangle in an attempt to alleviate the challenges 
associated with Brexit.

WIth this in mind, it is worth remembering that the “golden 
triangle” accounts for 75% of all the jobs in the UK where 
when analysed further, we see the following:

Despite the political turbulence of the past three years, 
scientific vacancies have grown by 17% year on year within 
Life Sciences. However, this growth has been mainly within 
the Clinical Research Organisations, where within this sector 
alone, activity was up by 44.7%. 

In contrast, growth has been significantly smaller within 
pharmaceuticals companies specifically, up 5%. Similarly, 
vacancy levels within Biotechnology sector have remained 
almost unchanged, where there are concerns that the 
decrease in VC into biotech has had a direct influence onto 
recruitment.

Anecdotally, the feedback from hiring managers is that 
the political conditions are creating additional challenges 
when attracting talent. As a result of this, some jobs are 
taking longer to fill and there is also pressure on salaries 
emerging. The wider challenge with this, is that for some 
businesses, they are now considering relocating facilities to 
the continent, where these issues are less pressurised. 
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Cambridge

The life sciences sector within Cambridge includes a 
diverse range of businesses. Companies range from 
the established multinationals such as Astrazeneca 
and GSK, through to the start-up biotechnology 
businesses. Given the influence of the University, 
with its pedigree in genetics and molecular biology, 
along with the presence of research institutions 
such as the Cambridge Biomedical campus, the 
emphasis on R&D is to be expected. Therefore, 
when analysing scientific vacancies in the sector, the 
largest area of vacancies in Cambridge was in R&D. 
It accounted for 33% of vacancies in the labour 
market in 2018. However, the fact that there was a 
decrease by 9.6% on 2017 levels should be a cause 
for concern. Otherwise, key takeaways include:

• There was an upward trend in vacancies in
all other scientific areas. Clinical vacancies were
up 19%, however this was predominantly seen
in the CRO’s as opposed to the pharmaceuticals
companies. There was also a significant
increase in recruitment for Medical roles, up
17%. The fastest year on year growth was for
Pharmacovigilance, with roles up 38%.

• AstraZeneca remains the largest recruiter
in Cambridge, following the move of its HQ
from Alderley Park. With this move now
having happened, it seems activity has now
settled down to more sustainable levels
following the initial surge of hiring. With this,
it is interesting to see that with the move now
having happened, their price earnings ratio has
increased significantly.

• Also worth highlighting is Abcam, who
since the turn of 2018, have signed potentially
lucrative licensing deals with Roche and Spring
Bioscience. With this, we see their recruitment
is up 53% year on year, making them one of the
most fastest growing.
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Oxford

Oxford is also home to a vibrant, fast growing 
Life Sciences cluster, home to global leaders and 
rapidly growing Biotechs alike. Centred around 
the University of Oxford, which is actually ranked 
number one in the world for clinical, pre-clinical 
and health, the environment acts as a magnet for 
inward investment. Therefore, when reviewing the 
hiring for scientific functions based in Oxford, it is 
vacancies for Clinical which constitute the largest 
area of recruitment, accounting for 37% of all 
scientific roles. Other key points to raise include:

• Along with being the single largest area for
scientific vacancies, Clinical roles have actually
increased by 46.9%, making it the fastest
growing year on year.

• Interestingly, in contrast to Cambridge,
there has also been a significant increase in
R&D, up 22%, compared to 2017. However,
one area which has seen a significant drop in
recruitment is for regulatory, with vacancies
down 27%. To what extent is this linked to the
move of the European Medicines Authority to
Amsterdam?

• Now with the merger between INC Research
and InVentiv Health, into Syneos Health, the
city is also now home to the pre-eminent CRO
recruiter. To what extent will activity there stay
at current levels?

• Also Lonza has increased its recruiting
operations by 40%, strengthening its position
as one of the world’s leading and most-trusted
suppliers to the pharmaceutical, biotech, and
specialty ingredients markets.

• Finally, post the rebrand following the
merger between Quintiles and IMS Health,
IQVIA has started recruiting aggressively again,
with an increase of 103% in vacancies in Oxford
compared to 2017, following it being awarded
Scrip Award for best CRO – Full-Service Provider.
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London
Probably the most significant impact of the UK 
leaving the EU for Life Sciences, is the European 
Medicines Authority being relocated to Amsterdam. 
Given there is still no clarity on how the long term 
trading relationships will work between the UK and 
EU, what this means is there is a significant question 
emerging in how drugs become regulated. With 
this, the question for Pharmaceuticals companies 
to consider when deciding where to invest, will 
be whether that means the country will retain the 
status it currently has, or will become a secondary 
market in the way Canada or Australia is.

As things stand though, despite the uncertainty, 
recruitment levels have remained buoyant, with 
vacancies up 43% on 2017. With that, the two 
fastest growing areas have been for Clinical (up 
88%) and R&D (up 85%) In contrast, the smallest 
increase has been for regulatory vacancies, up 7%. 

The influence of the CRO’s is much more clear 
when analysing activity in the Capital. Paraxel top 
the table of the leading life sciences recruiters, 
where four of the top ten overall are CRO’s. Just as 
significantly, the increase in clinical vacancies seen 
in London has been primarily within the CRO’s. 

With the CRO’s, the biggest year on year growth has 
come from ICON, where following their acquisition 
of MolecularMD (this has enabled them to enhance 
their molecular diagnostic testing) vacancies have 
increased 230% year on year.

Finally, with GSK, following their announcement of 
£40m into initiatives harnessing genetic research, 
hiring remains consistent.
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Clinical Professionals is Europe’s leading life science staffing business offering outsourced solutions via Functional Service Provision 
(FSP) and traditional, high quality staffing solutions. 95% of hiring managers rate Clinical Professionals as consistently superior  
in quality, speed of response, staff retention and communication. In addition to this, nine out of ten customers rate the company 
as their most trusted partner. Clinical Professionals have developed a highly comprehensive understanding of a broad range  
of specialist functional disciplines within the pharmaceutical industry. Our knowledge-base has its foundations in an unrivalled 
blend of industry experience combined with a commitment to investing in training and development. We have specialist teams 
dedicated to recruiting within the various pharmaceutical sectors for permanent, contract, interim, FSP and freelance vacancies. 
Clinical Professionals offer a variety of services for both candidates and clients, including our CP FSP model, offering clients  
the opportunity to outsource the recruitment of a whole team whilst retaining control of the monitoring function in-house.

What we do:
Our Service Capabilities across all European Countries include:
• Contingency permanent recruitment
• Contract recruitment – freelance and PAYE via Clinical Professionals/Only Medics
• Search and selection permanent recruitment
• Specialist ‘project-based’ interims via Clinical Professionals/Only Medics
• FSP outsourced teams across Europe
• 2018 European Salary Survey to determine the salary and benefits for each sector of the UK Life Science industry.

For more information or to speak to one of our team please contact us on +44118 959 4990 or email 
info@clinicalprofessionals.co.uk

EU Office
5 Old Bailey, London, EC4M 7BA

t | +44 (0)207 822 1710

UK Office
33 Blagrave Street, Reading, Berkshire, RG1 1PW

t | +44 (0)118 959 4990

Vacancysoft is a subscription-based data publisher for the Recruitment Industry.

Established in 2006, we now have thousands of subscribers worldwide, clients range from FTSE listed businesses to industry 
specialists, whereby we optimise business development and client care.

Contains all the reports, along with other analysis we produce 
and are published to all relevant people in the recruitment 
industry. Register for our newsletter at 
vacancysoft.com/Newsletter

Then works with clients to provide bespoke solutions 
enabling greater insight on market trends enhancing strategy  
and planning. Contact us to find out more at 
support@vacancysoft.com

Provides real-time updates of the latest vacancies being 
published on company websites, with every user having the 
ability to create their own personalised feed. Sign up for a free 
trial at vacancysoft.com/FreeTrial

Written in partnership with leading organisations in the 
recruitment industry providing unique analysis and insight 
on the latest trends and are frequently quoted in leading 
business media. Please email our support team at support@
vacancysoft.com if you have any specific questions regarding 
this report.
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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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