
Executive Search for Pharmaceutical Companies

TWST: Please give us a description of your firm and the ser-
vices you provide specifically to the pharmaceutical industry.

Mr. Hennessy: As a retained executive search firm, our

expertise focuses on executive and management resources. We

help both small and large pharmaceutical companies identify and

attract top talent. Most often, we are providing executive search

services for Director, Vice President, and above positions for all

functions within the pharmaceutical industry. In addition to our

core business of search, there are times when clients ask us to as-

sess internal executives or their entire management team. This

can happen for a number of reasons, including a reorganization or

the hiring of a new Chief Executive Officer. Clients who are ex-

panding through acquisition may utilize our executive assessment

as a highly confidential service when they want to review the

management team(s) of a potential acquisition target(s). When

you consider the importance of executive leadership in the phar-

maceutical industry, we can be a very valuable partner to Chief

Executive Officers in their efforts to hire the best leaders.

There are times when a client needs to significantly en-

hance their leadership team beyond the selective use of executive

search for specific situations. In these cases, we manage talent

identification programs where the intent is to seed an organiza-

tion with high potential talent at either the middle management

level or, for larger organizations, at the senior executive level.

This type of program can be implemented when we are targeting

a specific function or, more broadly, when we identify best-in-

class executives with the potential to become P&L leaders. In

these situations, a client keeps us on a monthly retainer so that we

are continually managing a search for high potential individuals

who can ultimately run a business.

As Managing Director, ROBERT D. HENNESSY of The Hennessy Group offers extensive
experience in executive search, specializing in the pharmaceutical and biotechnology in-
dustries. Mr. Hennessy’s career has been dedicated exclusively to managing retained
search projects and improving the executive search industry. His experience has been
gained in both small and large firms. He has worked in boutiques as well as serving as a
key account executive for Korn/Ferry International, one of the world’s largest search firms.
While there, Mr. Hennessy started and built a highly successful office in the fifth largest
business center in the US. Following that, as a Senior Partner and Corporate Officer, he
was instrumental in the start-up and explosive growth of a global search firm that spe-
cialized in the pharmaceutical industry. Having managed hundreds of search projects, The
Hennessy Group offers one of the search industry’s most successful fulfillment records.
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As you can see, all of our work involves the competitive

assessment of leadership talent in the pharmaceutical industry.

Most of the time we are managing executive searches for pharma-

ceutical clients in need of a functional executive, a general man-

ager, or even a new executive to add to their Board of Directors.

TWST: What types of companies retain your services
and what positions are they typically looking to fill?

Mr. Hennessy: Generally speaking, we serve three

types of clients. We have an impressive fulfillment record serv-

ing large multi-national pharmaceutical companies. However,

over the past few years, we have increasingly been working

with smaller specialty pharmaceutical companies. In particular,

the developing companies appreciate the fact that we have an

in-depth knowledge of the entire pharmaceutical industry. We

also work with select venture capital firms that, like us, special-

ize in the pharmaceutical, biopharmaceutical, and biotechnol-

ogy industries. When we work with a venture capital client, we

are typically searching for a new leader to run one of their port-

folio companies.

Search projects for large clients tend to cover the entire

management spectrum. For smaller, developing companies, the

type of executive being recruited usually depends on where the

company is in their business plan. Newly formed companies often

need development executives with a specific therapeutic exper-

tise to help guide new drugs through various stages of the drug

development and approval process. A company with a new com-

pound in an advanced development stage may require a new com-

mercial leader to help the company prepare for a new product

launch. Both types of companies require leadership teams with a

broad base of skills. Public companies in the pharmaceutical in-

dustry in particular must manage and develop their internal oper-

ations, while also presenting the best possible face to Wall Street

and the external market. For a first time CEO, managing the life

cycle of an early stage developing company can prove to be a

steep learning curve. These leaders need top lieutenants who can

help them compete.

TWST: How do you see the environment now for re-
cruiting and how does it compare with trends you have seen
over the last 10-15 years?

Mr. Hennessy: In our opinion, the need for effective re-

cruiting and staffing is more critical than ever. Companies are de-

veloping fewer managers today as their operations become more

productive and their internal structure becomes much leaner.

Global market forces have heightened competition and have

made it harder to dominate in any given industry. Therefore, it is

paramount in today’s market to be able to attract and retain the

best management and leadership talent. Over time, the market-

place tends to serve as a great equalizer. Although it has always

been important for industry leaders to recruit well, over the past

several years, the ability to recruit the very best leaders has be-

come a distinct competitive advantage. Chief Executive Officers

who do not embrace this concept may lose — and they may lose

more than once. Initially, they lose the opportunity to enhance

their management team with the best leaders, and then they must

compete against these same leaders in the marketplace.

TWST: What do you see as the greatest challenge in
recruiting for this industry now?

Mr. Hennessy: The industry today is divided into what

is called big pharma and many small to medium-sized companies.

The demand for outstanding talent remains very com-

petitive within the industry. The larger pharmaceutical companies

offer a great deal, but they are perceived by some executives as

being more bureaucratic and more hierarchical, and affording less

opportunity for empowerment and decision making.

One of the influences also making it more difficult to re-

cruit is the proliferation of smaller pharmaceutical companies.

These companies usually are less bureaucratic, less hierarchical

and can offer an executive greater decision-making authority, as

well as the chance to act in a more entrepreneurial manner. If a

company is pre-IPO, it can also offer an opportunity for building

real wealth.
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The expertise of Robert D. Hennessy and his
executive search firm focuses on executive
and management resources by helping phar-
maceutical companies identify and attract top
talent. All of the work involves the competi-
tive assessment of leadership talent in the in-
dustry. The need for effective recruiting and
staffing, he says, is more critical than ever.
The ability to recruit the very best leaders has
become a distinct competitive advantage.
CEOs who fail to embrace this concept may
lose the opportunity to enhance their man-
agement team with the best leaders, and then
find they have to compete against these same
leaders in the marketplace. 
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The number of evolving biotech and biopharmaceutical

companies also increases the competition for top talent. AVice Pres-

ident or Senior Vice President at a large pharmaceutical company

can now get an opportunity to become a President, Chief Operating

Officer, or Chief Executive Officer in a shorter period of time.

Due to many external factors, such as managed health

care, the FDA, environmental issues and legislation, the industry

may be seen by some executives as less attractive than it was five to

10 years ago. The ongoing consolidation within big pharma has also

caused individuals to view opportunities with more caution. These

consolidations obviously create fewer opportunities at the top.

TWST: What is the supply/demand balance now for
the types of executives you are recruiting? 

Mr. Hennessy: Certainly, there can be no doubt that

there is always a shortage of available class A — or best-in-class

— talent. Given the competitive landscape in the pharmaceutical

industry, clients are continually looking for leaders who can help

move their company to a higher level of performance.

Keep in mind that any company’s executive team is in a

continuous state of flux due to retirements, resignations, sick-

nesses, etc.; it is seldom, if ever, stable. So there is a need for on-

going vigilance as to the quality of a company’s management

team. Chief Executive Officers and Boards must take a hands-on

approach to this problem. Fortunately, I believe this is becoming

a regular agenda item at Board meetings.

Recently, a Chief Executive Officer of a global multibil-

lion-dollar company told me he only needed 20 to 25 top execu-

tives in order to be the leading company in the industry; however,

he could not secure the 20 or so he needed. He is not satisfied that

his team is the best.

In this rapidly changing global economy, the competi-

tion for executive talent will become more intense than in the

past, and the supply will always be a moving, short supply.

TWST: How well must you know the client company
— their corporate culture, philosophy and their products —
in order to find, attract and place the best people?

Mr. Hennessy: Of course, the need to know a client’s

competition, financial position, and future direction is of paramount

importance in any professional search. But just as important is the

internal climate of the company or, put another way, the culture of

the company. All too often, this aspect is overlooked. In my opinion,

a client’s culture has more to do with a successful placement than

any other single factor. Is the company risk-tolerant or risk-averse?

Is it top-down driven? Does it have a “can do” attitude? All these

factors have a direct bearing on the type of candidate that should be

presented to a client. It is also important to understand the manage-

ment styles of those executives around the position being searched.

This is especially significant in team-based work cultures.

So to answer your question, knowing as much as you

can about a client certainly helps to make successful placements.

In fact, I follow the rule that you can never know too much about

a client, simply because their status is always undergoing change.

It is imperative for us to stay current on our client’s activities.

TWST: How specific are clients in their search criteria?
Mr. Hennessy: All too often, confusion or misunder-

standing can develop between a client and a search firm simply

because of the lack of specificity. Of course, this issue is further

complicated if the search firm does not have a good working

knowledge of the company, as I explained earlier. When specifics

are lacking at the outset, frequently you will find that the specs

keep changing during the search process, thereby putting consid-

erable strain on the time factors. Quite honestly, if there is a lack

of specifics at the beginning of any search, it is clearly the fault

of the search firm. It is the search firm’s responsibility to dig for

the specifics that make for a successful search. That is an intrin-

sic part of the consultant’s job.

“The need for effective recruiting and staffing is more critical than ever.
Companies are developing fewer managers today as their operations
become more productive and their internal structure becomes much
leaner. Global market forces have heightened competition and have
made it harder to dominate in any given industry. Therefore, it is
paramount in today’s market to be able to attract and retain the best
management and leadership talent.”
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However, I should point out that when there is a long, suc-

cessful relationship between a client and a search firm, you might

get a call from a Chief Executive Officer saying, “Get me another

John Doe — I need the spot filled by the end of the year.” While

this situation may be rare, it can happen when there is a good work-

ing relationship and trust between a client and the search firm.

When we start a new search, our firm makes it a practice

to meet with the hiring management team at their location as soon

as possible. Following this planning meeting, we submit a search

strategy that the client approves in the first 10 days of the project.

We find that this usually helps our clients to focus on the critical

selection factors required for success in the position.

To be sure, the need for exactness is crucial and such ex-

actness should be agreed upon early in the process.

TWST: How do you track and rate your client’s level
of satisfaction?

Mr. Hennessy: I am glad you asked this question be-

cause, at the end of the day, this is the real test of a successful

search firm.

We do, indeed, track all placements for a considerable

period of time after they start their new assignment. If the candi-

date is not with the client after a specified period of time, we con-

sider the assignment a failure — regardless of the reasons

involved. I am quite happy to say that our placements have over

a 90% success rate, which is noteworthy because the fulfillment

rate in our industry is typically between 50% and 70%.

After we place an executive, we follow up with both our

client and the placed candidate at 30, 90, and 180 days after the

start date. We are essentially serving as a liaison for our client as

the placed executive becomes comfortable in his or her new work

environment.

Due to our results-oriented approach and our under-

standing of the pharmaceutical industry, we have developed a

good track record of turning new clients into repeat clients. I con-

sider this to be another good indicator for client satisfaction.

TWST: What kind of process do you have candidates
proceed through before you submit them to your clients?

Mr. Hennessy: The executives that we present to clients

as finalist candidates often tell us that we have the most thorough

and demanding search process they have ever experienced. It is

pleasing to me how often we get this feedback.

Our telephone screening process enables us to selec-

tively identify those best-in-class executives who we will meet to

assess in person. Following these meetings, our clients receive

detailed evaluation reports on those executives who are truly the

best for their specific needs.

Once the client meets with our candidate and moves

them forward as a finalist, we provide additional documentation

in the form of a candidate self-evaluation. This is an additional

step in executive search assessment; however, our clients tell us

that it adds value to the selection process. By completing the can-

didate self-evaluation form, candidates can differentiate them-

selves from other finalists. Clients can learn how candidates think

and can also evaluate their written communication skills. Al-

though I won’t go into full detail, candidates submit in writing

ideas for career development, an action plan for the position, an-

ticipated obstacles for success in the position, and challenges to

accepting an offer. By this time, we have also documented the

candidate’s compensation history in detail, including all option

package information and any special incentive arrangements.

Generally, candidates comment on our thoroughness during the

search process, while clients compliment us for our quality and

diligence once the project is concluded. We have even won new

clients due to our thoroughness in conducting reference checks.

TWST: What sets your company apart from your
competitors and what specific advantages do your clients de-
rive from your services?

Mr. Hennessy: Before building this firm, I had a high

level of success working for four different search firms. One firm

consisted of simply the owner and me. Another was one of the

“The real advantage for our clients is an intangible, but very special,
feeling of trust that develops when a true partnership exists. Our clients
know we will deliver. We offer an open platform where our pricing is
published in advance and new clients are informed of existing client
relationships. Therefore, we work as a strategic partner whereby we
expect to share risks and rewards based on our performance.”
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world’s largest executive search firms. Therefore, I gained a good

diversity of experience on how the search industry functions. Re-

gardless of size, I learned that the competitiveness of the search

industry forces most firms to focus more on selling and market-

ing themselves than actually fulfilling their client engagements.

Our industry also needs to focus more attention on the responsi-

bility of training our own consultants. In my opinion, our firm

goes against the tradition of the search industry because we focus

on delivery, and continuously strive to develop our consultants to

be the best.

From our inception, we decided that our unique appeal

would be our underlying commitment to the quality of our search

process. You will not find a more client-focused and results-ori-

ented firm. We search for high potential consultants who enjoy

hard work and who approach client projects with a sense of own-

ership. Although we are approaching our third year, this interview

is really the only public announcement we have made. We pur-

posely took the time to build and develop a staff and infrastruc-

ture that would outperform our peers. Although we cannot match

the glitter and glitz often offered in this industry, we believe we

are the leader in successful project fulfillment.

Given our experience serving the pharmaceutical indus-

try, we are able to help our clients save time and money when they

need to hire the best new leaders. However, the real advantage for

our clients is an intangible, but very special, feeling of trust that

develops when a true partnership exists. Our clients know we will

deliver. We offer an open platform where our pricing is published

in advance and new clients are informed of existing client rela-

tionships. Therefore, we work as a strategic partner whereby we

expect to share risks and rewards based on our performance.

Quite honestly, everyone should recognize that the search

process is not an academic pursuit; it is a hands-on, attention-to-

detail, time-consuming, step-by-step process. If any of the steps

are not addressed properly, the end result is questionable. To me,

each step is a key link in a quality chain; if any of the links are ap-

proached without due care, the quality chain is subject to breaking.

In an industry where it is difficult to differentiate, The

Hennessy Group stands out because of our underlying commit-

ment to the quality of our process. Over time, the quality of our

work will differentiate us from other search firms.

Quality is our hallmark and will remain so.

TWST: Thank you.

ROBERT D. HENNESSY

Hennessy Group

1010 Stony Hill Road

Suite 250

Yardley, PA 19067

(215) 497-9950

bhennessy@thehennessygroup.com


