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UK Life Sciences Industry experiences 35% increase in Fixed Term Contract (FTC) roles 
during Q3 this year

Our latest report on the life sciences industry and vacancy landscape shows some 
interesti ng, if not unexpected trends. Since the Spring of 2020 we have seen a signifi cant 
increase in vacancies coming out via Fixed Term Contracts (FTC) and year to date have seen 
an increase of 14% versus 2019 in the UK and a 24% increase in FTC roles in Europe. In fact, 
from July this year unti l September we saw a Q3 jump of 35% increase of FTC roles in the 
UK and 42% in Europe.

During ti mes of global change, we generally see a signifi cant shift  to temporary labour models of employment 
versus permanent.  As businesses navigate the immediate crisis, in this case the global pandemic, life sciences 
fi rstly focus on safeguarding employees and pati ents and as a result we can currently see a move to charti ng 
a recovery pathway. Whilst there is sti ll a huge risk with Covid-19 and infecti on we are seeing adaptati ons to 
the product development process. 

On the backdrop of the current disrupti on there is limited appeti te in high volume permanent recruitment 
and therefore the shift  to FTC is not unusual, but even so the volume increase is sti ll signifi cant. We have seen 
parti cular surges in open vacancies within Regulatory Aff airs with new regulatory guidance and parameters 
released on an ongoing basis as a rapid response to the challenges and industry. Worthy of a menti on in terms 
of upward trend in hiring is also connected to Clinical Development with an increase of vacancies by 16% since 
2018 with a growing trend in 2020. With additi onal feedback and evidence of the crisis diverti ng executi ve 
att enti on from normal business, R&D leaders say they are spending an average of 40 to 50% of their ti me on 
crisis management. As att enti on diverts to the crisis, criti cal hires are sti ll required and the lower risk and 
faster ti melines for starti ng are a key infl uence on taking on FTC candidates.

So, what is the next part of the journey? With the potenti al of a vaccine coming through from Pfi zer, this 
allows the stock market to get excited and starts to build confi dence in industry to start looking at the “new 
normal”. Rather like a hangover from a crazy night out, there is a requirement to get ourselves in recovery 
and plan to never fall victi m to the unexpected behaviours exhibited whilst “under the infl uence”.  In real 
terms shaping the new world will involve reimaginati on. Building on the innovati ons that have been rapidly 
introduced during the Covid-19 crisis in order to create a more sustainable, pati ent-centric development 
paradigm. Whatever a new and more sustainable world looks like, none of us have ti me to pander to our 
hangover and take a day out. New working practi ces and technology has been knocking at the door of life 
sciences for a long ti me, Covid-19 will defi nitely be the trigger for a faster drive forward for the majority of 
businesses and as Executi ves revert from crisis management to business change, it will be interesti ng to see 
the emerging change accelerated by necessity, who we all know to be the Mother of all inventi on.

Yvett e Cleland - CEO | Clinical Professionals Ltd
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Overview
As the COVID-19 crisis rages, so businesses are 
changing the way they hire to enable them to deliver. 
While remote working has been the topic of much 
debate, especially as across Europe,  Governments 
advise people to work from home where possible, 
just as interesti ng is the way businesses have been 
shift ing to hiring on a fi xed term basis. Indeed since 
the pandemic started, we have seen the following 
trends emerge:

• Already before 2020, there had been a trend to
increasing numbers of FTC roles, however since
spring this has accelerated. In the UK FTC roles are
up 14% on last year, where across the EU this is
even greater, at 24%.

• Similarly, across both the UK and the EU, Q3
2020 has proven to be a record quarter, with
volumes in the UK up 35% compared to 2019,
while in the EU, the increase has been 42%.

• Similarly, the percentage of vacancies that are
FTC has also risen. In 2018, within the UK, 5.85%
of the vacancies were FTC, while in this year so
far this rose to 7.92%. In the EU, 7.18% of the
vacancies were FTC, whereas in 2020 this has been
9.63%.

Insofar that normally businesses move to recruiti ng 
through fi xed term contracts during ti mes of 
economic uncertainty, for the pharmaceuti cals 
sector, the big questi on will be whether this is a short 
term blip or part of a longer term trend. Given the 
fact the sector has been impacted signifi cantly less 
than others during the COVID crisis could this just 
be cauti on or does it signal a longer change in how 
businesses want to hire?
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Analysis by Sector

While across all sectors, there has been an 
increase in FTC roles of 36% since 2018 within 
the UK, there has been a marked change in 
Biotechnology specifi cally. Indeed within the 
sector we can see volumes are up 81.8% since 
2018 in the UK, compared to 20.8% within Big 
Pharma. The Clinical Research Organisati ons have 
also had an uplift , with FTC vacancies up 54%. 
This has meant that overall, the average monthly 
increase in 2018 is 35%.

What this has meant is that while in 2018, the 
Biotechnology sector accounted for 14.2% of the 
new FTC vacancies, by 2020 this had risen to 19%. 
Similarly, the share of FTC vacancies within CROs 
has increased from 19.5% to 22.1%. In contrast, 
the share of FTC roles within the Big Pharma 
companies has dropped from 66% to 59%.

We see a similar trend when analysing acti vity in 
the EU, equally there are a few disti nct diff erences. 
First of all, there has been an explosive increase 
in the number of FTC vacancies within the Clinical 
Research Organisati ons (13x increase since 2018.) 
Similarly, within the Big Pharma companies, 
vacancies are up 94%, while the Biotechnology 
companies have had an increase of 142% since 
2018.

As a result of this, the Clinical Research 
Organisati ons have increased from 9.1% of the 
total FTC vacancies to 41.6%. In contrast, the Big 
Pharmaceuti cals companies have seen a drop 
from 87% in 2018 to 55% this year so far. The 
other point worth drawing att enti on to is the 
Biotechnology companies have a much smaller 
share relati ve to the UK.

04

300100 200 400 500

20 40 60

Fig. 03

UK - (FTC) - All Professionals by Sector

EU - (FTC) - All Professionals by Sector

Fig. 04

Biotechnology

Clinical Research Organisations

Pharmaceuticals

2019 2020*2019

Biotechnology PharmaceuticalsCRO

2018

2019

2020



Hotspots by Scienti fi c Role

Given the fact we are in a period of a pandemic, it is 
no surprise that by far the fastest growing scienti fi c 
area for FTC roles this year in the UK has been for 
R&D. Indeed such has been the surge in demand, 
that when analysing the monthly average, we see 
vacancies are up 80% compared to 2019, making 
this the leading hotspot of growth in the UK. As a 
result of this surge, R&D roles have gone up from 
being 5.7% of all roles in 2018 to 11.2% this year.

The other area of growth worth drawing att enti on 
to within the UK is Clinical Development. While the 
year on year change has not been as explosive, the 
monthly volumes are sti ll up 16% on 2018 levels.

Across the EU the biggest similarity is in regards 
to R&D, where like with the UK there has been a 
signifi cant surge in acti vity compared to last year. 
What this has meant is that as a share of all the 
vacancies, it has increased from 11.6% in 2018 to 
18% this year. This shift  is due to an overall increase 
in volume of over 70%. Across other scienti fi c roles, 
the biggest hotspot worth menti oning would be 
Quality Assurance, where the share of vacancies 
has increased from under 11% to 13%. 

None the less, it is safe to say the impact of the 
pandemic is clear in regards to how it is changing 
hiring, where the big questi on is what happens as 
the situati on stabilises. Do businesses shift  away 
from FTC or is this the beginning of a new way of 
working, with more fl exibility both in contract and 
in locati on?
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Analysis by Company 06

UK Top 10 FTC ONLY
Company
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Within the UK, it is perhaps unsurprising that 
the leading two companies in terms of overall 
recruitment for FTC positi ons are Astrazeneca and 
GSK. With Astrazeneca, there has been an increase 
in FTC vacancies of 62% year on year, while with 
GSK, the surge has been even greater, up 68%, in 
terms of the monthly average. This has meant that 
within Astrazeneca, the share of FTC vacancies 
has increased from 8% in 2019 to 11.3% this year. 
Similarly in GSK, the share has also increased up 
from 5% in 2019 to 8.5% this year. However the 
biggest surge has been at Boehringer, where FTC 
vacancies are 277% year on year, where the share 
of FTC vacancies has risen to over 38% of the total, 
compared to 21% last year.

Across the EU we see a similar story. Within 
the block, the biggest company in terms of FTC 
recruitment has been the CRO, Eurofi ns, where this 
year there has been a surge of 265% in vacancies. 
This has meant the share of vacancies that are FTC 
have doubled, from 7.5% to 15.8%. 

In contrast, both Merck and Novarti s have had FTC 
vacancies fall this year compared to last, down 
14% and 17% respecti vely. While with Merck this 
has been mirrored in the share of FTC vacancies 
against the total coming down also, from 10.1% to 
8.9%, with Novarti s, the share has also increased 
(from 6.5% to 7.2%) suggesti ng acti vity in their EU 
operati ons has been muted this year.

Other companies worth drawing att enti on to 
include Bayer, GSK and J&J, who have all had 40%+ 
increases in FTC vacancies this year, along with 
Roche, who have had the most FTC vacancies of all 
the big pharmaceuti cals companies.



Clinical Professionals is Europe’s leading life science staffi  ng business off ering outsourced soluti ons via Functi onal Service Provision 
(FSP) and traditi onal, high quality staffi  ng soluti ons. 95% of hiring managers rate Clinical Professionals as consistently superior 
in quality, speed of response, staff  retenti on and communicati on. In additi on to this, nine out of ten customers rate the company 
as their most trusted partner. Clinical Professionals have developed a highly comprehensive understanding of a broad range 
of specialist functi onal disciplines within the pharmaceuti cal industry. Our knowledge-base has its foundati ons in an unrivalled 
blend of industry experience combined with a commitment to investi ng in training and development. We have specialist teams 
dedicated to recruiti ng within the various pharmaceuti cal sectors for permanent, contract, interim, FSP and freelance vacancies. 
Clinical Professionals off er a variety of services for both candidates and clients, including our CP FSP model, off ering clients 
the opportunity to outsource the recruitment of a whole team whilst retaining control of the monitoring functi on in-house.

What we do:
Our Service Capabiliti es across all European Countries include:
• Conti ngency permanent recruitment
• Contract recruitment – freelance and PAYE via Clinical Professionals/Only Medics
• Search and selecti on permanent recruitment
• Specialist ‘project-based’ interims via Clinical Professionals/Only Medics
• FSP outsourced teams across Europe
• 2018 European Salary Survey to determine the salary and benefi ts for each sector of the UK Life Science industry.

For more informati on or to speak to one of our team please contact us on +44118 959 4990 or email 
info@clinicalprofessionals.co.uk

EU Offi  ce
5 Old Bailey, London, EC4M 7BA

t | +44 (0)207 822 1710

UK Offi  ce
33 Blagrave Street, Reading, Berkshire, RG1 1PW

t | +44 (0)118 959 4990

Vacancysoft  is a subscripti on-based data publisher for the Recruitment Industry.

Established in 2006, we now have thousands of subscribers worldwide, clients range from FTSE listed businesses to industry 
specialists, whereby we opti mise business development and client care.

Contains all the reports, along with other analysis we produce 
and are published to all relevant people in the recruitment 
industry. Register for our newslett er at 
vacancysoft.com/Newsletter

Then works with clients to provide bespoke soluti ons 
enabling greater insight on market trends enhancing strategy 
and planning. Contact us to fi nd out more at 
support@vacancysoft .com

Provides real-ti me updates of the latest vacancies being 
published on company websites, with every user having the 
ability to create their own personalised feed. Sign up for a free 
trial at vacancysoft.com/FreeTrial

Writt en in partnership with leading organisati ons in the 
recruitment industry providing unique analysis and insight 
on the latest trends and are frequently quoted in leading 
business media. Please email our support team at support@
vacancysoft .com if you have any specifi c questi ons regarding 
this report.
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