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Executive Summary

This document synthesizes the findings of a qualitative research study on executive leadership within the

biopharmaceutical industry. The research posits that leadership is not an innate trait or personality type, but rather

a phenomenon that emerges from the interplay of specific conditions and behaviors. The study identifies a core

framework consisting of three interdependent thematic categories: Competence, Commitment, and Self-
Concept as a Leader.

Competence is defined as the executive's ability to respond effectively to organizational demands and is

composed of seven distinct competencies, including qualification for the role, fostering trust, and

communication. Commitment is the sustained effort to apply these competencies across three key

areas: Presence (being visible, available, and engaged), Stewardship (the responsible use of authority),

and Development (the growth of self and others). Finally, Self-Concept as a Leader—whether derived from an

internal set of ideals or an external identification with a managerial role—shapes the executive’s approach and

reveals potential blindspots.

Conducted using a "grounded theory" methodology, the research analyzed over 50,000 words from interviews

with 12 biopharmaceutical executives, primarily at the "manager-once-removed" level (e.g., VP, SVP). The

findings provide a practical framework for executives to develop their managerial leadership abilities in a complex,

highly regulated industry characterized by long R&D cycles, intense scrutiny, and the constant need for

innovation. The study refutes the simplistic separation of "managers" from "leaders," arguing that effective

managerial leadership is the dynamic, life-giving element essential for an organization's success.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

1. Research Foundation and Industry Context

The foundational premise of the research is that biopharmaceutical executive leadership is not a static list of traits

but a dynamic phenomenon. It rejects the search for a uniform "leadership personality" and instead seeks to

identify the operative conditions that produce leadership behaviors and experiences.

1.1. Qualitative Study Methodology

The study was designed as an exploratory, qualitative inquiry to understand how biopharmaceutical executives

recognize "good leadership." Key aspects of the methodology include:

• Approach: "Grounded theory," where theoretical frameworks are derived directly from the research data.



• Data Source: Analysis of over 50,000 words from transcripts of in-depth interviews with 12 biopharmaceutical

executives.

• Participant Profile: The study intentionally focused on the "upper-middle management" rank, a group identified

by organizational psychologist Elliott Jaques as "managers-once-removed" (MoR). This level (typically VP or

SVP/EVP) is critical for integrating corporate strategy with functional execution.

    ◦ Demographics: A summary of the 12 interviewees is provided below.

Characteristic Details

Gender 83% Male (10), 17% Female (2)

Rank 67% Managers-Once-Removed (MoR), 33% Managers (M)

Industry Tenure Ranged from 9 to 30 years

Company Size Represented a spectrum from <100 to >100,000 employees

Education 92% held advanced doctorate degrees (MD, PhD, PharmD)

Experience 75% had worked in more than one biopharmaceutical company

1.2. The Biopharmaceutical Industry Context

The research is grounded in the unique and complex environment of the biopharmaceutical industry, which

presents distinct leadership challenges:

• High Stakes: The average cost to bring a product to market exceeds $1 billion, with a timeline of over seven

years from the start of clinical trials.

• Expert-Driven: Many executives enter the industry as subject-matter experts (scientists, clinicians) and may

lack formal business management training.

• External Pressures: The industry faces significant regulatory scrutiny, public criticism, and pressure to deliver

innovations that are faster, better, and cheaper.

• Fragmented Environment: A trend towards outsourcing traditionally integrated functions adds layers of

complexity to management.

This context underscores the need for a practical leadership framework that moves beyond abstract personality

traits to address the specific demands of the industry.



--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2. The Core Thematic Framework of Leadership

The analysis of executive interviews yielded three major thematic categories that, in interaction, create the

leadership experience.

Theme I: Competence

Competence is defined as the ability of the biopharmaceutical executive to respond to a situation, a request, or an

expectation from his managerial role. The study identified seven essential competencies.

Competency Description

1. Qualification for Role
The capability to perform assigned tasks, balancing subject-matter expertise with

broader managerial skills.

2. Autonomy-Cohesion
The ability to impart autonomy to subordinates while creating cohesive, unified

teams.

3. Fostering Trust
The capability to foster mutual trust, built on openness, self-confidence, and

congruence between words and actions.

4. Steadiness Amid
Uncertainty

The emotional resilience to act effectively when faced with incomplete facts,

tension, and organizational chaos.

5. Balanced Execution
The "art of leadership"; the ability to manage complexity, prioritizing both

immediate demands and long-term organizational needs.

6. Communication
The ability to express oneself clearly and effectively, tailoring the message's scale

and purpose to the audience and intended result.

7. Growth/Cultivation
The capability to develop current skills and future potential in oneself and in

subordinates.

Theme II: The Three Commitments

Commitment is defined as the biopharmaceutical executive’s sustained effort to meet his competencies. This

theme is comprised of three subcategories, which are presented as practical arenas for applying the seven

competencies.

1. Commitment to Presence



Presence is the commitment to consistently invest time with key internal and external stakeholders. It is

demonstrated by being visible, available, and engaged.

• Key Applications:

    ◦ Energizing and Motivating Teams: In an industry with decade-long project timelines, executives must

continually connect employees' work to a larger mission. The research identified seven methods for this, including

appealing to ideals, modeling desired behaviors, and serving as a stabilizing force during turmoil.

    ◦ Fostering an Idea-Generative Environment: Innovation is the lifeblood of the industry. Executives foster

creativity by receiving ideas with an open mind and championing them within the organization. Handling ideas

superficially or taking credit for them destroys the creative process.

    ◦ Mastering Communication Awareness (The "Total Package"): Effective presence requires awareness that

communication is more than just words. It includes the "total package": tone, body language, facial expression,

timing, location, and even attire. Failures in this area can create significant organizational friction, as illustrated by

two key case studies:

        ▪ The Case of Drew: An executive, Drew, submitted a strategic proposal to his CEO before leaving for a

holiday. He failed to understand the CEO's underlying intent for the assignment and failed to consider

the timing of the delivery, leaving an obsessive CEO to ruminate on a contrary recommendation. The result was a

public outburst and a breakdown in communication.

        ▪ The Case of Lane and Quinn: Lane, an executive who saw himself as a "change agent," openly

questioned the promotion of his peer, Quinn. Lane’s direct approach was misinterpreted by both Quinn and the

appointing manager as a sign that Lane wanted the job himself. This misinterpretation, fueled by Lane's external

reputation and Quinn's insecurity, created a toxic two-year working relationship.

2. Commitment to Stewardship

Stewardship is the commitment to preserve the integrity and sanctity of one's role through the appropriate

deployment of managerial authority and organizational resources.

• Key Areas of Authority:

    ◦ Assigning Tasks: The authority to give people jobs and, critically, the autonomy to perform them. Poor

stewardship leads to micromanagement and erodes trust.

    ◦ Assigning Objectives: The authority to set a clear direction for the team, which involves creating clarity,

addressing concerns, building supportive infrastructure (e.g., standard operating procedures, data standards),

and enforcing policies.

    ◦ Preserving Role Integrity: The authority to serve the company and industry by upholding ethical standards.

This was exemplified by an executive who risked his job by vocally opposing a clinical trial due to safety



concerns. He was ultimately vindicated when the drug proved toxic in animal studies, and his integrity earned him

the respect of the very colleagues he had opposed.

• The Critical Role of the Manager-Once-Removed (MoR): The research highlights how the behavior of senior

leaders directly impacts the effectiveness of the managers reporting to them.

    ◦ The Case of Kai and Pat: Kai, a manager working to overcome his micromanaging tendencies, began

reporting to a new, aggressive boss, Pat. Under pressure from Pat's own micromanagement, Kai reverted to his

old habits, demanding minute details from his team. This pressure led directly to the resignation of a high-

performing manager.

    ◦ The Case of Chris and Lee: Chris, a brilliant scientist newly promoted to manager, struggled with making

decisions without complete data. His boss, Lee (the MoR), astutely identified the root cause. Lee explicitly gave

Chris permission to make decisions with incomplete information and assured him of the executive team's support,

allowing Chris to regain his confidence and succeed in the new role.

3. Commitment to Development

Development is the commitment to consistently build current role-based capabilities and future potential in both

oneself and subordinates.

• Seven Modalities for Development:

    1. Funding education and professional programs.

    2. Arranging for peer-to-peer mentoring.

    3. Providing individual coaching.

    4. Creating training infrastructure.

    5. Sponsoring team-building events.

    6. Administering competency or psychometric assessments.

    7. Using "stretch goals" to push individuals out of their comfort zones.

• Critical Transition: Individual Contributor to Manager: The study identifies this as a key developmental

challenge. New managers must be coached to develop awareness that: "what worked there, won't work here"

(behaviors must adapt to the new role), and "what worked for one, won't work for all" (development approaches

must be tailored).

• The Case of the Medical Science Liaisons (MSLs): This case illustrates the consequences of misaligned

development strategies. MSLs are individual contributors who often receive "manager" titles without managerial

authority. This creates an expectation for advancement into people-management roles that often don't exist,



leading to high attrition. The case highlights the need for honest dialogue and development plans that align with

both the individual’s career aspirations and organizational realities.

• Executive Self-Development and Blindspots: An executive's own commitment to growth is crucial. A primary

blindspot identified is the unchallenged assumption that subordinates cannot "handle the truth" about career

limitations. This was illustrated in the case of a high-performing PharmD executive who sought a Medical Director

role in a company with an unwritten "MD-only" policy. Instead of having an honest conversation, his supervisor

undermined the executive's past achievements, destroying trust and making the situation worse.

Theme III: Self-Concept as a Leader

This theme refers to the biopharmaceutical executive’s awareness of himself as a managerial leader or as

exhibiting leadership behaviors. The origin of this self-concept influences an executive's style and reveals

potential blindspots.

• Internal Locus: The executive’s leadership identity is formed prior to the managerial role and is part of a larger

personal ideal or mission (e.g., self-identifying as a "change agent").

    ◦ Potential Blindspot: A narrow focus on a personal mission can be perceived as unyielding or intimidating.

These executives must ensure they solicit dissenting opinions and effectively manage relationships upward and

laterally.

• External Locus: The executive’s leadership identity emerges from the managerial role held within the

organization.

    ◦ Potential Blindspot: A heavy focus on their own team ("managing down") can lead them to neglect crucial

relationships with their own supervisors and peer-level stakeholders ("managing up" and "managing laterally").

The research concludes that neither locus is inherently superior. The key is for executives to develop self-

awareness and actively manage the blindspots associated with their primary orientation.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

3. Conclusion: A New Model for Biopharmaceutical Leadership

The research culminates in a model that frames leadership not as a possession but as a situational phenomenon.

"Biopharmaceutical leadership" is the product of the "right situation, right time, right person, right behaviors, and

right environment/structures."

• Rejection of the Manager vs. Leader Dichotomy: The study critiques the popular tendency to separate

management from leadership, which often debases the role of the manager. Citing Peter Drucker, the research

affirms that "the manager is the dynamic, life-giving element in every business."



• Beyond the Scientist vs. Businessman Debate: Arguing about whether scientists or businesspeople make

better leaders is a distraction. The critical task is to equip all executives, regardless of background, to become

effective managerial leaders capable of navigating the industry's complex ecosystem.

• The Requisite Leader: An effective managerial leader is the person who makes the right assessment and takes

the right action for the right situation at the right time. This person is accepted by the organization as a leader

because they have proven themselves to be the "right person" for the job.


