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China’s Booming Pharmaceutical Industry Craves Executives 

 

As the coronavirus pandemic starts to level off 
and the world prepares to return to the new 
normal, China’s pharmaceutical industry, 
including, Biopharmaceuticals, Vaccines, 
Biotech, and Generics is becoming one of the 
most dynamic sectors in the global economy. 
The combination of favourable regulatory 
conditions, a huge population underserved by 
traditional western medicine, and a burgeoning 
economy have led to massive investment. 
 
 

The pharmaceutical industry in China saw an 11% increase in annual growth in 2017, about four 
times the EU rate, and three times more than most Western European countries. Furthermore, a 2018 
report from Ernst & Young predicted 14% growth every year between 2017 and 2020. The Chinese 
market is primed to continue its robust demand-driven growth, with 60% of China’s population living in 
cities by 2020, rising rates of chronic and lifestyle diseases such as cancer and hypertension, and 
increased acceptance of western medicines.  
 
This growth has led to a spike in demand for pharmaceutical executives to manage this expansion. 
The sector demands experienced and erudite executives capable of steering and managing complex 
issues, including massive investments, accelerated development, and meticulous approval 
processes. Domestically-educated and internationally-educated Chinese executives are sought after 
and headhunted to meet these requirements, as are Overseas Chinese executives responding to 
heightened demand. 
 
The Chinese government has stimulated growth in the industry by streamlining regulations and cutting 
red tape. It has set the following ambitious goals: 

• Generic drugs will be modelled for about 90% of proprietary drugs as the patents expire; 

• 100 Chinese pharmaceutical companies will earn export licenses from leading markets around 
the world; 

• 5-10 new Chinese medicines will have FDA or EMA intellectual property rights by 2020; 

• 20-30 innovative drugs will be industrialised by 2025. 
 
Moreover, global pharma companies have flocked to China in order to capitalise on such a large and 
rapidly-expanding market. Official statistics from 2017 show foreign investments into Chinese high-
tech industries surging 61.7% in 2017, to make up 28.6% of the total. Furthermore, foreign 
investments into medical treatment instruments and meter manufacturing soared by 28% annually. 
Multinational companies have often engaged with local partners to streamline processes and acquire 
market and clinical access that would be difficult to build from scratch, and global players have 
established joint ventures with local companies to tap into local market knowledge. 
 
Investments have also been facilitated by changes to financial regulations, with the Hong Kong Stock 
Exchange changing its listing rules to attract more biotech companies. This has facilitated the 
financing and expansion of local companies, with Innovent Biologics, Hua Medicine, and Ascletis 
Pharma all benefitting from listing on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange.  



 
 
 

  
THOUGHT LEADERSHIP  

 

 

 

 
As the industry rapidly expands, two areas in particular have seen a massive increase in talent 
demand. Marketing is a crucial aspect for pharmaceutical companies, and specialised talent is 
needed to seek out current and former physicians who can coach doctors about how their patients 
can benefit from new drugs. The job description requires rigorous knowledge of the medicinal benefits 
of individual drugs, a good understanding of local regulations, and people skills. Locally-based 
Chinese executives with strong knowledge of customers, procedures, specific requirements, and 
other factors (such as government links) are particularly attractive to clients and search consultants. 
Research and development is another area seeing a huge demand for talent. Previously, the local 
market concentrated on producing generics rather than the development of new compounds and 
medicines, as these require a long period of time to provide return on investment. Due to a somewhat 
less amicable relationship with the US, China is now pivoting to develop its own medicines, and 
aggressively ramping up research and development.  
 
The pool of qualified candidates for these positions comes from a number of sources. Domestic 
Chinese firms can tap the broadest talent pool, employing home-grown talent without foreign 
language skills, as well as seeking those groomed abroad. Moreover, some Chinese companies have 
established subsidiaries in the US, which allows access to American experts as well. 
 
Global companies are not as fortunate in this respect. They need to find candidates with foreign 
language skills, and they tend to prefer those with international experience as well. This makes the 
competition for talent in China especially fierce, which is then exacerbated by the drain of locals with 
language skills and international experience, as they seek lucrative positions in global pharmaceutical 
companies abroad.  
 
While the Chinese pharmaceutical sector is poised to continue its dynamic growth, there are some 
clouds on the horizon, not least of which is the Covid-19 pandemic. The outbreak has already created 
supply chain disruptions within China, and even as the world slowly starts to come back to normal, the 
threat of a second wave of infection looms in the future. Even if no second wave develops, it will be 
impossible to escape the general global economic uncertainty that has spread along with the 
contagion. Although there are serious concerns, the outlook for the sector is still exceptionally bright.  
 
Individuals with the right skills stand to see great opportunities, and recruiters will continue to see an 
exceptional level of competition in the search for the highest-calibre candidates. 
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