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In a Competitive Market, Biotech Firms Proving 
Effective in Retaining Employees
 

Biotechnology companies are leading the life sciences sector in competitive pay positioning 
amid robust growth opportunities. 
 
For those working in the life sciences sector, it is commonly known that the biotechnology industry remains a 
highly competitive field. NASDAQ’s Biotechnology Index outperformed the general market by 60% in 2014 and 
has risen 227% in the past four years. Although the stock index had a slight correction in late March, many 
analysts are urging investors to buy back what they consider to be shares discounted to their true value.  

The rising stock valuations for biotech companies in recent years impact the job of human resources 
professionals in several ways. Rising stock prices drive the value of employees’ equity, sometimes requiring 
companies to adjust future awards and new-hire grants. (Our recent paper describes how these market forces are 
impacting new-hire equity awards in the technology sector.)  

The current environment is also making recruitment more challenging. Biotech companies are growing rapidly as 
they test new drugs and form partnerships with outside sectors, including technology companies, and increasing 
their workforce to meet growth demands. At the same time, these companies are facing competition for talent 
from companies in the overall healthcare sector. In a competitive hiring environment, we’re seeing related 
industries poach talent from one another. A recent survey by the recruiting firm Real Staffing Group found 20.9% 
of pharmaceutical and biotech companies are beginning to recruit from outside their industries and 17.9% are 
recruiting internationally. 

The field is becoming even more competitive with the growing number of biotech companies going public. In 
2014, there were 102 healthcare IPOs in the US in 2014— 71 of which were biotech companies, according to 
PwC. That surpasses the 47 biotech IPOs in 2013. While IPO activity has slowed during the first quarter of 2015, 
biotech and healthcare continue to lead activity. 

To find out how rising stock prices and a competitive labor market are impacting compensation decisions and 
employee turnover, we analyzed a variety of key workforce metrics using the Radford Global Life Sciences 
Survey. 
 

Effective Employee Retention 
 
To stay ahead of the competition, biotech companies are aggressively hiring and increasing cash positions and 
salary budgets at a higher rate compared to all life sciences companies. Consider the following data from 
Radford’s Q1 2015 Workforce Trends Report: 
 

https://www.radford.com/home/insights/articles/2015/us_tech_firms_ratchet_up_new_hire_equity_awards.asp
https://www.radford.com/home/surveys/gls/
https://www.radford.com/home/surveys/gls/
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Key Workforce Metrics 
Pre-Commercial 

Bio/Pharma 
All Life Sciences 

Aggressively Hiring 
 35.9% 29.0% 

Plan to Grow Workforce 
by 5% or More 
 

79.0% 67.7% 

2014 Average Salary 
Increase 
 

3.6% 3.4% 

Median Overall Budgeted 
Increase for 2015 
(undiluted) 
 

4.0% 3.5% 

Increased Target Market 
Competitive Cash 
Compensation in Past 2 
Years 
 

21.1% 12.6% 

 
The data represents more than 150 US pre-commercial bio/pharma companies vs. the wider universe of US-
based life sciences companies in our survey database. Biotech companies reported higher rates of salary 
increases in 2014, in addition to a higher overall budgeted increase for 2015 at 4.0% compared to 3.5% for all life 
sciences. Furthermore, a greater percentage of biotech companies have increased their target market competitive 
cash compensation in the past two years compared to all life sciences companies. Biotech firms are also more 
aggressively hiring with nearly eight out of 10 companies saying they plan to grow their workforce by 5% or more. 
 
The industry’s rising stock price and healthy salary increases are translating to fewer employees leaving biotech 
companies. Median voluntary turnover for US pre-commercial bio/pharma companies is 8.1% for the first quarter 
of 2015 (on a 12-month trailing basis) compared to 9.4% for all US life sciences companies and 10.4% in the 
technology sector. 
 
Many biotech employees are likely also staying put because it’s an exciting time to be working in the industry. 
There is a certain buzz around the groundbreaking work biotech companies are developing, including cancer-
fighting drugs.  
 

Next Steps 
 
Biotechnology companies are on a hiring spree, budgeting for higher salary increases, and enabling greater 
values of employee equity through rising stock prices. These practices are having a positive impact on employee 
retention. 
 
Some stock analysts caution that the industry could be in a bubble. While our workforce data show these firms 
are aggressively hiring and using salary increases to effectively retain employees, the figures we collected above, 
at least, don’t suggest the irrational exuberance that can accompany market bubbles. 
 
Turnover in biotech is lower than the three-year life sciences average of 8.5%. Three years ago is when the labor 
market began showing real signs of recovery from the Great Recession of 2008-09 and more employees switched 
jobs as opportunities became available. Yet, turnover in biotech has remained low in the face of this improved job 
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market—telling us that these companies are doing an effective job of retaining employees and keeping them 
motivated, at least for the time being. 
 
To learn more about participating in a Radford survey, please contact our team. To speak with a member of our 
compensation consulting group, please write to consulting@radford.com.    

mailto:sales@radford.com?subject=Radford%20Article%20Inquiry
mailto:consulting@radford.com?subject=Radford%20Article%20Inquiry
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About Radford 
 
Radford delivers compensation data and advice to technology and life sciences companies. We support firms at 
every stage of development, from emerging start-ups to established multi-nationals. Today, our surveys provide 
in-depth compensation insights in more than 80 countries to over 2,650 participating organizations and our 
consultants work with hundreds of firms annually to design rewards programs for boards of directors, executives, 
employees and sales professionals. Radford is part of Aon Hewitt, a business unit of Aon plc (NYSE: AON). For 
more information on Radford, please visit radford.com. 
 

 
About Aon Hewitt 
 
Aon Hewitt empowers organizations and individuals to secure a better future through innovative talent, retirement 
and health solutions. We advise, design and execute a wide range of solutions that enable clients to cultivate 
talent to drive organizational and personal performance and growth, navigate retirement risk while providing new 
levels of financial security, and redefine health solutions for greater choice, affordability and wellness. Aon Hewitt 
is the global leader in human resource solutions, with over 30,000 professionals in 90 countries serving more than 
20,000 clients worldwide. For more information on Aon Hewitt, please visit aonhewitt.com. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This article provides general information for reference purposes only. Readers should not use this article as a replacement for legal, 
tax, accounting or consulting advice that is specific to the facts and circumstances of their business. We encourage readers to consult 
with appropriate advisors before acting on any of the information contained in this article. 
 
The contents of this article may not be reused, reprinted or redistributed without the expressed written consent of Radford. To use 
information in this article, please write to our team. 
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