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The generics industry has entered a phase of radical transformation.

Rapid globalization, continuing consolidation, and increasing business

complexity have turned formerly regional players into global operations.

Rapid R&D, an agile supply chain, and a purely entrepreneurial culture

are no longer the only attributes generics companies need in order to

succeed. Today these companies find themselves under pressure to

develop or acquire the competencies required by new business models

and operating realities.  

Scope

To find out how they see this challenge and how they are meeting it we

interviewed 35 executives at 26 companies, including 10 of the largest,

as well as mid-size regional and local companies. Our sample was drawn

from 11 countries distributed across Asia, Eastern Europe, Western

Europe and North America. This wide geographical distribution enabled

us not only to develop an international view but also to distinguish the

perspectives of headquarters and local subsidiaries. 

Roles of survey participants

The people we talked to represent a cross-section of key leadership roles.  

Key findings

From extensive interviews with participants, we gathered quantitative

data as well as qualitative views of the competencies that generics com-

panies will need to meet the future. Key findings include: 

– As they become bigger and more global, they need a broader range

and higher level of managerial competencies.

– Competitive advantages of the past such as commercial effectiveness

in local markets will be not enough for success in an increasingly

complex environment. 

– The top priorities for the future are to develop a healthy pipeline and

to drive for business excellence through a new level of professional-

ism in all core processes.

– Most respondents are open to strengthening their teams by hiring sen-

ior managers from outside the industry in all functions except com-

mercial operations.

– The perspective on where to look for which skills is quite sophisticat-

ed: consumer goods companies, innovative pharma, the chemicals

industry, the food processing industry, and consulting companies.

– Nevertheless, when asked how necessary competencies should be

acquired the respondents provided a decidedly mixed answer: One

third of the companies surveyed believe that they already have the

required competencies; one third wants to build them from within;

and one third is considering hiring people who have the requisite

competencies. 

In addition, we offer in the conclusion some key implications drawn

from the survey in the areas of company culture, external hiring, and tal-

ent management.  

Introduction: Objectives and Scope 
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6 Most important challenges for the future

In wide-ranging discussions, survey participants predicted that the com-

petitive landscape would feature increasing globalization and a more

intense search for growth opportunities. “Products are global and IP

policies are global,” said a Western Europe-based General Manager, “so

generics companies need to be global, and very reactive.” A General

Manager for Southeastern Europe observed that new generics compa-

nies entering the market will make competition tougher. “Generics

against generics will be the name of the game,” he said. 

The companies in the survey see their current competitive advantage in

commercial effectiveness and in the caliber of their people. 

Eighty-five percent of executives from their companies’ headquarters

(HQ) and 75% in local subsidiary roles (LS) identified commercial effec-

tiveness as one of the three most important drivers of their company’s

current competitive advantage. Nearly as many (77% HQ, 70% LS)

placed the quality of their people in the top three. Not surprisingly, given

the small role that drug development plays in generics, R&D processes

and scientific expertise were seen as the least important.  

Most important elements of the company’s current advantage 

For the future, respondents affirm the importance of their product pipe-

lines and of cost-effectiveness, and foresee a need for excellence in

core business processes. 

Product pipelines (85% HQ, 50% LS) and cost-effectiveness (77% HQ,

60% LS) were identified as the most important sources of future com-

petitive advantage, especially by HQ executives. Hiring and retention of

people was seen as next most important (31% HQ, 40% LS). 

Competitive Advantages Today and Tomorrow
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“We will need people skills and resilience to identify 

competitive changes, understand their importance, and 

react accordingly by changing our structure and priorities.”

Country Manager, Russia and CIS-based company
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8 These differences between HQ and LS executives on the relative impor-

tance of cross-functional collaboration and change management are

likely rooted in the differing responsibilities of the two groups. HQ exec-

utives, who must oversee the entire organization across functions, mar-

kets, and geographies, are understandably more concerned with manag-

ing complexity and therefore highly value cross-functional collabora-

tion. LS executives, who are closer to the market and must be able to

respond to it quickly, are understandably more concerned with manag-

ing change. This suggests that generics companies, at both the head-

quarters and local levels, understand their needs and are pragmatically

prioritizing them. 

Surprisingly, however, only a handful of executives identified the ability

to address people development as among the most needed competencies

– 5% in the case of LS, and 0% for HQ. Even taking into account the

companies that say they need people from outside the industry, these fig-

ures are strikingly low given the importance the great majority put on

the quality of people and the fact that one third of the respondents say

that they can internally develop the competencies they will need in the

future (see page 11).     

Experience in the generics industry is not seen as critical in most roles.

Among the many functional and line roles in the typical generics com-

pany, only the position of Vice President for Commercial Operations was

identified by more than half of all respondents as requiring prior expe-

rience in the generics industry. Less then 40% of our respondents insist

on generics experience in R&D, supply chain and support roles.

The transformation that the industry is undergoing will require excep-

tionally strong leadership teams with competencies in many critical

areas. 

Executives working at the HQ level identified people leadership, cross-

functional collaboration, results orientation and strategic skills as the

most important competencies their companies’ leaders will need. LS ex-

ecutives agreed that results orientation and strategic skills will be impor-

tant, but put change management ahead of the remaining competencies.

While 54% of HQ executives identified cross-functional collaboration as

one of the top three competencies needed for senior management, only

30% of LS executives did so. 

Most needed competencies for senior management

3
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10 Respondents are evenly divided about the sources of the competencies

their companies will need. 

Where do executives think they are most likely to find critical compe-

tencies? One third of the companies surveyed believe that they already

have the required competencies; one third wants to build them from

within; and one third believe that they will have to hire from outside the

industry.  

The primary reasons for recruiting outside the industry are to assure

disciplined business processes and to acquire change management

skills. 

Almost seven in ten (69%) of HQ respondents identified the necessity of

creating more disciplined business processes as among the three most

important reasons for recruiting from other industries. More structured

business processes outside the generics industry are valued by the major-

ity of the respondents (69% at HQ level). LS respondents agree to some

extent on the importance of business processes (40%) but even more

strongly emphasized change management skills (45%).  

These findings are consistent with those depicted in Table 3 above, where

HQ people, faced with managing great complexity, highly valued cross-

functional collaboration as they do more structured business processes

here. Similarly, LS executives, facing rapidly evolving markets, empha-

sized competency in change management as they also do here. But what

is perhaps most interesting is that both groups of executives directly

translate business challenges into leadership competencies – a connec-

tion that many otherwise savvy business people often fail to make.

Positions in which prior experience in generics industry is necessary

As these figures suggest and as our in-depth interviews confirm, there is

considerable openness to hiring from other industries. “Experience in

generics is less important than having the right spirit,” said a Vice Presi-

dent, International, for a Western Europe-based company.“ We need self-

starters, entrepreneurial people who know what to do in a rapidly

changing market.” Another executive observed that many positions can

be filled by managers who are accustomed to working in low-profitabil-

ity manufacturing industries.  

4
Finding the Requisite Competencies 

“As the ability to cope with continuous change is more 

difficult for the people coming from the sector, 

I support injections of talent from outside the sector.”

General Manager, Local Southeastern Europe-based company
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12 Further, because generics companies tend to have distinctively entrepre-

neurial corporate cultures, many survey participants agreed that

onboarding and training are necessary to fully leverage competencies of

newly hired managers. “We need more training in cross-functional col-

laboration among R&D, production, and commercial,” said a General

Manager for a leading CEE company, “and we need more strict planning

and controlling.” Another respondent said that his company already

invests heavily in onboarding and training. Such training is necessary,

said another executive, because “what is lacking is the ability to face sud-

den decisions without guidance” – in short, entrepreneurial reflexes. 

Most important reasons for hiring from outside the generics industry

“We need more experts from outside generics,” said a Managing Direc-

tor for a leading Western Europe-based company, “a total and drastic

change, a new mental approach.” By contrast, another executive said,

“We need more experts in generics or people with experience in mar-

keting generic drugs, such as wholesalers.” All, however, agreed that a

new approach to the business will be needed.  
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5
External Hiring 

From each external industry, external hires bring distinctive competen-

cies that generics companies need. Survey respondents cited numerous

skills that external hires bring from their industries that generics com-

panies need now and will increasingly require as they continue to glo-

balize and face new competitive and operating challenges. Those indu-

stries and the distinctive skills associated with them include:  

Innovative Pharmaceuticals

– Experience in pharma

– Strategic skills in positioning 

– Knowledge of advanced business planning tools 

and cross-functional processes 

Consumer Goods

– Better marketing capabilities

– Advanced business analysis and planning skills

– Sales excellence

Chemical Industry 

– Knowledge of chemistry 

– R&D and product knowledge 

– Manufacturing skills 

– Process industry experience 

Consulting

– Strategic skills 

– Analytical skills 

– Market knowledge

– Mid-term and long-term vision

The leading source of external talent for generics companies appears to

be innovative pharmaceuticals companies, followed by consumer goods

companies. 

Sixty-nine percent of HQ respondents and 50% of LS executives said

that their companies have hired external talent from innovative phar-

maceutical companies. Not far behind were consumer goods companies,

identified as a source for external talent by 62% of HQ executives and

45% of LS executives. The ascendancy of the consumer goods industry

over the chemicals and food processing industries as a source for talent

suggests the primary importance of market response for generics com-

panies.  

Most strikingly, only 20% of companies had made no external hires

whatsoever at the LS level, and every company had made external hires

at the HQ level. Both findings indicate that hiring from outside the

industry is widely practiced. 

Companies that have hired from selected external industries 
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16 The increasing size and complexity of generics companies will require

a disciplined, yet flexible, culture. 

In the past several years, many generics companies have seen their glob-

al revenues double and even triple. Over the next two years, the expira-

tion of patents for billions of dollars of brand name pharmaceuticals will

offer additional market opportunities for ambitious companies – even if

this pipeline of products is going to shrink in a longer-term future. As the

companies continue to seek growth globally, they can no longer rely

solely on the entrepreneurial cultures that have served them so well in

the past. They will need more organizational structure, disciplined busi-

ness processes, and the ability to manage a global yet highly local busi-

ness. At the same time, they must retain the best features of their entre-

preneurial heritage in order to remain receptive to change and to be able

to move quickly in a world where speed to market is essential. 

Many of these companies have grown, and will continue to grow,

through acquisitions, creating organizations that are a loose confedera-

tion of cultures. On the one hand, these locally specific cultures can help

keep a company close to its markets. On the other hand, such compa-

nies will be seeking to strike the right balance between these local com-

pany cultures and a global culture that enables the company to take

advantage of global strategies and economies of scale. For example,

companies are currently wrestling with such issues as conducting prod-

uct development locally or centralizing it globally, with the answer in

this and other functions by no means clear yet.   

6
Implications



18 To ensure a full pipeline of required competencies, generics companies

must master talent acquisition and management.

In the increasingly complex environment that generics companies must

manage, the ability to attract and manage top talent could be decisive

for competitive advantage. Global generics companies should therefore

start developing world-class talent and acquisition capabilities. They

must establish innovative reward and retention policies, undertake inter-

national benchmarking of talent, institute careful succession planning,

and offer development opportunities for high-potential executives. In

seeking expertise from outside the segment, they must develop an under-

standing of precisely what to look for in external hires and learn how to

predict their success. To leverage the full value of the people they do hire

from outside the segment, they should also institute robust onboarding

and training programs. The first step, which a number of the companies

in our survey have already taken, is to break out of the traditional view

that industry experience counts for more than specific competencies.

“Managing complexity is the biggest hurdle in this industry.”

General Manager, Western Europe-based company

Global generics companies will need people who have strong change

management skills and strategic orientation. 

The significant cultural and operational changes that come with global

growth will put a premium on executives who can successfully manage

major organizational transformations. They must be able to understand

the barriers to adopting new ways of working and they must develop and

implement specific initiatives designed to overcome those barriers. 

Because markets around the world differ in patent cycles, barriers to

entry, and successful business models (such as a sales force versus a dis-

tributor), global executives will also need to be adept at managing mul-

tiple market strategies. In addition, they must be able to create effective

strategic plans over a rolling 3-5 year time horizon.   

In many cases, it will be necessary to seek new competencies from out-

side the industry. 

Until recently, most hiring decisions were based on experience in the

industry and most development occurred through existing personnel

growing their skills as their companies grew. Now, however, the need for

new competencies, like change management and strategic orientation,

neither of which has been critical in the industry in the past, will com-

pel companies to seek expertise from outside the sector, overriding

today’s uncertainty about whether they already have such competencies

or could develop them. Our survey does indicate that most companies

understand that they have much to learn from other industries, and as

more and more external hires succeed in the generics environment it is

likely that more companies will not hesitate to look outside the segment

for talent. 
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