SIP 2030 Skills Strategy: Getting Fit for the Future

Case Study:
UCB

The Science Industry Partnership in collaboration
with the Office for Life Sciences (OLS), BioIndustry
Association (BIA) and the Association of the
British Pharmaceutical Industry (ABPI) is now
undertaking a wide-ranging Research Strategy
which will build a clear evidence base of the status
of life science skills and future scenarios to 2030.

Industry Sector:
Life Sciences

As part of this work, science employers aligned with
this work are setting out their current approach to
skills development and how they see this developing
in the future. These case studies will be part of
the 2030 Strategy narrative as it develops.

About the Company
UCB is a global biopharmaceutical company,
headquarted in Belgium that is focused on
the discovery and development of innovative
medicines and solutions to transform the lives of
people living with severe diseases of the immune
system and of the central nervous system.

We currently employ around 7,700 people in
approximately 40 countries, and generated revenue of
€4.6 billion in 2018, with 24% of revenue reinvested back
into R&D. We have two Research Centres, one in Belgium
and one in Slough, employing around 1000 employees in
R&D globally. Inclusive of contractors, over 400 of these
R&D roles are based in our Slough facility, with nearly
300 additional employees in wider commercial roles.

www.scienceindustrypartnership.com

“The UK is a world leader
in life sciences, but we are
in the middle of a time
of significant change. In
order to remain competitive,
despite challenges such as
Brexit, companies operating
in the science sector need
to work together with the
government in order to
address the challenges
outlined and ensure the
right skills and calibre of
candidates for the future”
Fiona Ross, Talent
Partner, UCB

What will be the life sciences skills
challenges in the coming decade?
The UK life sciences sector faces a skills gap in areas where the UK
will need to be leading, particularly in relation to certain highly skilled
science and Research and Development (R&D) positions for example:
• Clinical pharmacologists
• Translational biologists
• Bioinformaticians
• Statisticians
• Computational chemists

What skills and competencies will be at a premium?
As a result of the challenges faced, skills and
competencies required for the roles listed previously will
be at a premium, as well as those in relation to:
• Early Pipeline Development

• Clinical Strategy

• Data scientists with Artificial
Intelligence expertise

• Advanced Modelling
• Medicinal Chemistry

• Pharmacokinetics and
pharmacodynamics

• Health informatics,
Health economics and
Qualified Person roles.

• Cryo-EM

• Data Analytics

In addition, there is a need to develop skills in modern
Computer-Aided Drug Design (CADD) with advanced
modelling and simulation capabilities.
Geneticists and MD-PhDs who can lead translational research
and early clinical development will also be critical.
Filling these roles can very often require access to global
talent, something that is highly desirable to companies for
diversity reasons too, given the benefits that internationally
diverse science ecosystems can bring to organisations.
Unfortunately, political and industrial uncertainty, stemming
to a large extent from Brexit, is already having a negative
effect on the ability of UCB to recruit internationally.
Limiting freedom of movement within Europe may also
create increased pressure on the available labour market
made up of EU nationals working on secondment or on a
project basis and reduce cross-fertilisation of skills across
countries and other talent development opportunities.

These roles are both typically very specialised in terms
of the qualifications and knowledge required and are
also typically senior in the organisation, and thus are
typically high value roles. The high value of these roles also
results in significant benefits for the local economy.

How does the organisation
build its science pipeline?

Does the Apprenticeship levy play a part
in supporting skills development?

UCB provides opportunities for scores of budding
scientists to develop their careers. The company invests
heavily in the training of its staff through various
internal development programmes, sponsoring or cosponsoring over 50 PhD studentships involving 16 UK
universities with a £2 million UCB commitment.

In order to benefit more fully from such apprenticeships,
the apprenticeship levy needs to be more easily accessible
to companies to train apprentices, even if apprentices are
not employed directly, and to develop existing employees.

Since 2004, nearly 150 PhDs have been supported. Our
internal PhD scheme is a much valued development
vehicle for our people. In addition, we provide
about six student internships per year and employ
about 15 apprentices for a three year period.

Furthermore, the apprenticeship standards currently
in existence are not always suited to develop
specialists (e.g. data scientists, biomarker specialists, or
computational chemists), and the development of new
standards is a lengthy and time consuming process

We need a big push to prepare people
for new jobs and skills. Are we doing
enough to prepare young people?
The real question is what type of curriculum is best
suited for the type of profiles we consider most critical?
It is also important to ensure that we can attract
individuals with the right potential into these areas.

What can individuals do to
future proof themselves?

What are the challenges we face
in the education system?

The obvious risk is not recognising the increasing importance of
automation and Artificial Intelligence in some areas. Furthermore,
it is critical to assess what skills will be replaced by, for example,
Artificial Intelligence, to avoid developing competencies
which will no longer be required in the next 10 years.

When recruiting, we are seeing candidates with poor basic
English and mathematical skills, which talks to grade
inflation, and in turn poorly serves the students.

Individuals need to learn to be adaptable from the earliest
age. Education will be a life long journey and we should
focus on revising professional tracks such as apprenticeships
that tend to mold individuals into specific professions.

Some of the risks for the pipeline of future talent is
underinvestment in school age education especially regarding
life sciences, physics, mathematics and data science, as
well as the lack of incentives for attracting appropriately
qualified and remunerated teachers in these areas.
Another area of concern is high university fees for science courses,
which may be pushing many high potential candidates to choose
to study outside of the UK for example in the Netherlands.
Of course individuals may also choose to take the
apprenticeship route which we know can be a real
benefit to candidates and employers, but we also need
graduates to support the apprentice system.
We also need to ensure the right balance of pure academic
and apprenticeship qualifications, especially since the
apprenticeship standards which exist are not always
currently appropriate for the UK life sciences sector.
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