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What do QA Leaders say are their Greatest Challenges in 2020?
Pharmaceutical manufacturing relies on Quality Assurance (QA) as a critical element, as the confidence and 
protection of consumers and the drugs that they consume is paramount. QA is constantly undergoing positive 
change and improvement as new technologies impact increase cleanliness, automation of processes to 
identify errors, as well as contamination and maintenance issues before they arise and have a negative and 
potentially dangerous impact. If we focus on true transformation in manufacturing process, automation plays 
a critical role as it opens opportunities creating an even safer future for consumers.

However, life sciences as an industry, even prior to Covid19, had a landscape of unprecedented challenges to 
face with increasing regulatory scrutiny. As transparency increases via globalisation, partnerships, alliances 

there is a continued and sustained focus on innovative technologies as we confront an ever-increasing need for existing and new 
customers who are setting the agenda and highlighting the need to re-look at approaches to compliance. 

So, on the backdrop of current and future challenges, what are leaders in quality saying their top challenges in 2020 are?

In a recent survey 90% of QA leaders placed “maintaining compliance” within their top 3 challenges. Followed closely by 63% of 
respondents stating, “Improving manufacturing/production performance”. At number three was “bringing new products to market” 
with 46%.  A previous Deloitte study that interviewed 11 leaders in life sciences quality leadership supported these findings. With 
compliance flowing into the second most-identified goal: improving manufacturing/product performance, we can see there will be 
constant challenges ahead, particularly as QA will play such a significant role with the current Covid19 pandemic. As quality teams are 
so interwoven throughout the entire production chain, their effectiveness is often a signal of broader operational and organisational 
health.

So, feedback has identified that issues have been highlighted in quality operations. These can often be cited as a challenge due to 
chronic understaffing, skillset gaps, process problems, and general underlying challenges that then lead to concerns around increased 
risks and costs. To negate these issues high-performing quality teams keep these challenges under control by putting a premium on 
preventative action. 

When problems do arise, teams can more quickly identify and resolve them to avoid rippling effects that impact production and pose 
possible safety risks. Prior research has indicated a growing shift toward performance-oriented goals for quality operations, which by 
our numbers, seem to be holding in 2020.

As a staffing business we focus primarily on what the market tells us around vacancies, skill shifts, changes and shortages. We have 
analysed the European QA market based on live roles and vacancies in the last 3 years (2017 -2019). Over that 3-year period we have 
seen a 20% increase across Europe in vacancies. Interesting Q3 2019 was recorded as the busiest period of that 3 years. We have seen, 
as expected a very quiet March 2020 to the beginning of May. Having communicated with many clients during the Covid19 pandemic 
there is an expectation that in the Summer roles on hold, will become critical hires and come “alive” again. Germany remains the 
largest European hub for QA vacancies and role have increased by 5% since 2018. The outlier in terms of quite extraordinary growth 
since 2017 in the Republic of Ireland with a 28% rise on roles to December 2019. 

One of the key messages given by QA leaders was that a major challenge for them is a lack of staff, skillset gaps and this in turn creates 
further underlying concerns that impact process problems and increased risks and costs. Combine this with the knowledge of a rapidly 
growing market, the biopharmaceutical sector for example is the fastest-growing part of the pharma industry, with an annual growth 
rate of more than 8% (double that of conventional pharma) with growth expected to continue at this rate for the foreseeable future; 
now is perhaps not the time to have skill gaps or skill shift requirements?

Companies are openly struggling to find the talent they need in advanced areas such as automation, computer science, and process 
modelling—not historically core skills in traditional pharmaceutical production, but now crucial to modern biopharma manufacturing. 
If left unchecked and untreated, this skills gap could hinder innovation. The life sciences sector is one of the best-resourced for 
education, with centres of excellence all around the world, from established innovation hubs in Boston in the USA and Cambridge in 
the UK to emerging centres of excellence in the APAC region. The challenge doesn’t lie with the quality of education or the graduates 
of these programs, but with the practical industry knowledge—or lack of it—that the graduates possess.

Worth noting is a recent study from the UK’s University of Leicester and University of Warwick, funded by the Nuffield Foundation, 
indicated that as an industry, efforts may be misdirected. It’s not a dearth of Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) graduates that’s the problem, rather it’s that STEM graduates choose not to, or are unable to, find work in scientific industries 
like ours. 

Our findings as a staffing business with real-time knowledge and evidence of how the industry works, and a track record of investing 
in skills of graduates and placing them trained, into industry, would indicate that the greatest challenge is in fact not attracting great 
STEM graduates, but a complete and utter lack of bringing in raw graduates to industry and training them. Instead the industry keeps 
fishing in the same pool of ever depleted candidates for their requirements, rather than investing and developing the skills required. 
Let us all hope some companies soon wake up to this issue and build the skills to build the innovation to build the future. 

 Yvette Cleland - CEO | Clinical Professionals Ltd
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Overview
As the Covid19 crisis hits, QA will have an increasingly 
important part to play under the spotlight, as 
Governments pressure Pharmaceuticals companies 
to produce a scalable cure. Already the sector had 
seen continuous growth over the past few years, with 
volumes up 20.7% since 2017 and by 10.5% compared 
to 2018. For context, Q3 2019 was recorded as the 
busiest quarter over a three year period.

Looking forward therefore, while the immediate 
impact of covid19 has been a pause in recruitment 
as corporate HR focus on other areas, such as 
implementing furloughing schemes (especially in 
the UK) the expectation is that the financial rewards 
involved in finding either a workable treatment or 
vaccine are such, that every company in the sector 
will be looking to press ahead as fast as they can. The 
danger with this is that this pandemic threatens a global 
surge in substandard products, where QA will have a 
vital part to play in preventing this. With that, whilst 
activity is likely to dip slightly between March to May, 
especially as companies think through the challenge 
of onboarding in this climate, we expect there to be a 
surge of recruitment through summer.

Across Europe, Germany remains the biggest hub for 
the recruitment of QA specialists, with an increase 
in vacancies of 5.1% since 2018. Activity in Germany 
was relatively flat in the period from 2018-2019 
compared to the other top 5 countries, however now 
that Germany is leading the way in leaving lockdown, 
we would expect recruitment there to pick up, as 
pharmaceuticals companies ramp up efforts to look to 
find a drug that can treat covid19.
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UK & Ireland Focus

With the impact of Brexit hanging over the UK 
pharmaceutical industry, 2019 ended up being 
a relatively flat year as a result, where when 
analysed over a longer horizon, Q3 2018 saw more 
recruitment activity than at any point, the following 
year. This downward trend has then continued into 
Q1 2020, where the big question will be what then 
happens as a result of the Covid19 crisis. 

When analysed over the same period, the growth in 
activity in Ireland is quite remarkable, with volumes 
increasing by 28% from 2017 to 2019. As a result, 
there were more QA vacancies in Ireland than the 
UK for the first time since we began monitoring 
this data set over ten years ago. This growth has 
continued going into 2020, where with the Covid19 
crisis now hitting, this should continue.

From there, when analyzing the leading companies 
recruiting for QA specialists across the UK we see 
the following:

• Lonza is the leading recruiter, with a growth in 
vacancies of 14.5% year on year. 

• Covance and Quotient Sciences had the 
greatest year on year increases, with volumes 
going up by 237% and 211% respectively. 

• In contrast, the biggest decrease in activity 
was at BCO Pharma, where the number of QA 
vacancies decreased by 41%. 

Whilst when spotlighting Ireland we see:

• MSD is the biggest recruiter, with the surge in 
activity by 86.4%, since 2018.

• Shire is another company worth mentioning, 
where the number of vacancies has increased by 
83.3%.

• In contrast, the biggest collapse in activity 
was at Mylan pharmaceutical company, down by 
15.4%. 
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DACH Focus

In contrast to the UK, there has been continuous 

growth in QA vacancies across the DACH region, 

where volumes in 2019 were up 5% on 2018. In Q1 

2020  this trend has subsequently continued, where 

the impact of Covid19 is likely to lead to greater hiring 

here also. With that by Country we see the following.

In Germany, volumes have shot up even in Q1 this 

year, where compared to the same period in 2019, 

we have seen an increase of 8.2% year on year. 

With that, Germany dominates the DACH region, 

accounting for 56% of the QA vacancies. However 

Covid19 does create more questions at this stage than 

anything else and as things stand the remainder of 

the year is impossible to predict. Insofar that German 

pharmaceutical companies will be investing for a 

treatment, the question of what that means in terms 

of hiring, is unclear.

Switzerland has also seen a significant increase in 

activity and it’s also worth flagging that it is the 

only country where demand for QA specialists has 

outstripped other scientific roles over the period. For 

context, since 2018 the number of vacancies for QA 

roles has increased by 18.7% as opposed to 14% for 

all Scientific roles. As a result 30% of the QA vacancies 

across the DACH region were in Switzerland in 2019, 

up from 26% the year before.

By company, Merk is the biggest recruiter for Quality 

Assurance positions with activity in 2019 up 60% on 

the year before. Another company worth mentioning 

is Novartis, who had a drop of 24.3% year on year, 

where with that, we see that of the top five recruiters 

in the region, four had fewer QA vacancies in 2019 

than the year before.
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Benelux Focus

The Benelux region has also had significant growth 

over the period, where demand for QA specialists 

continues to rise. Factor that since 2018, hiring 

activity has increased by 24.8% and could grow 

further in 2020 depending on what happens with 

Covid19.

With the Netherlands specifically, it is worth flagging 

that year on year, 2018 v 2019, the number of 

vacancies for QA roles has increased by 25.5%. 

Similarly, when comparing Q1 2020 to Q1 2019, 

vacancies have increased by 27.9%. This is against 

a backdrop of recruitment for Scientific positions 

increasing, where vacancies across the board are up 

26.8% since 2018.

Belgium has also recorded a significant growth 

in QA vacancies, up by 24.4% year on year, with 

peak volumes being seen in Q4 2019. In contrast, 

recruitment of other scientific roles is lesser when 

compared to QA, so up by 14.4%. In terms of 2020, 

the year started well, equally it is unclear what will 

happen next. 

Interestingly when comparing the two countries, we 

see that in the main, the majority of vacancies for QA 

have been in Belgium, with the exception of Q4 2018, 

due to a drop in activity there.

By company, GSL remains the biggest recruiter, 

however it has recorded a decrease in QA vacancies 

by 16%, since 2018. Another major drop can be seen 

at Catalent, with activity down by 42.4%. In contrast, 

the biggest increase in QA roles was at Johnson & 

Johnson. Can this be linked to their acquisition of 

TachoSil? Also worth including is Lonza, who had a 

fourfold increase year on year.
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Top 10 Companies by QA Vacancies, Benelux
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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.

Recruitment Industry Insights Newsletter 

Business Intelligence Unit

Vacancy Tracker 

Market Reports

http://vacancysoft.com
http://vacancysoft.com/
https://vacancysoft.com/recruitment-industry-insights/newsletter/?utm_source=report&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=cp_october_2018_report_qa
mailto:support%40vacancysoft.com?subject=
http://vacancysoft.com/free-trial/?utm_source=report&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=cp_april_2020_report_qa
mailto:support%40vacancysoft.com?subject=
mailto:support%40vacancysoft.com?subject=


vacancysoft.com

clinicalprofessionals.co.uk

About Vacancysoft Data
Every day Vacancysoft monitors careers centres 
on thousands of company websites, and gathers 
links where there is change. These links are then 
categorised automatically, and in the case of 

relevant content, by Vacancysoft staff.
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