
Most early-stage biopharma founders have a fairly sophisticated approach to fundraising. They 
understand the importance of looking past the money itself to the investment team and the quality  
of its mentoring and network building. They know that the quality of their investors sends a clear 
message to other potential partners and the biopharma industry at large.

Our experience working with early-stage founders, however, has shown that there is not always the 
same sophistication when it comes to building a management team. The natural tendency is to focus 
on filling key positions without looking at how they are being filled and the implications of the 
cumulative result. But how you build your management team has just as much, if not more, effect on 
the success of the company as does the quality of the investors. No amount of money can save a 
company from poor decision making or a leadership team at cross purposes. Conversely, well-executed 
hires bring proven track records in multiplying the value of a company’s assets and significantly 
increasing the company’s chances of moving to commercialization or high-value partnering. 

The importance and challenge of assembling a management team becomes even clearer when one 
considers that while there is no lack of investor capital available to be deployed for compelling ventures, 
there is a chronic shortage of biopharma leaders with proven track records in early-stage environments. 

As founders prepare to build their teams, it is important for them to have a clear-eyed view of what 
talent is, how to evaluate their hiring process, the important qualities to look for in early-stage 
executives, barriers to hiring and how hiring changes before and after taking on investors. 

Talent and its nuances
Talent is, very simply, the application of innate skills, developed abilities and proven experience  
to complex problems in the creation of something of value. This is straightforward enough at  
an abstract level. But the challenge lies in identifying, attracting and retaining talent in practice.  
There are three important nuances about talent that founders should to keep in mind.
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Talent is about more than fitting a CV to a role 

When you are in the throes of hiring, it is easy to approach the process in a mechanical way. There is 
a pile of CVs in one hand and a role specification in the other; hiring is about finding the CV that fits 
the best with the list of job requirements, like finding a compound to bind to a receptor. And given 
the competitiveness of the talent market today, it is understandable that accomplishing this for each 
role on the executive team would seem like a major victory.

But that victory is deceptive. The CV is necessary as a reference point, but the document is 
reductionistic by design. It thus is important to get past the CV as soon as possible with interviews 
and references to reconstruct what actually happened in the discovery process, product launch or 
sales team buildout, and to get a better sense of the candidate’s decision-making style, leadership 
abilities and other less tangible qualities.

Often, the role specification is hampered by the same limitations. For example, the specification  
may state that an early-stage chief financial officer needs to have experience running roadshows, 
establishing internal controls and managing the evolving capital stack as the company grows. But he 
or she also needs the stature to push back if he or she thinks something the CEO is proposing is less 
than optimal—and the relationship between the two needs to allow for that frank exchange. None of 
this will be captured in the CV or the role spec. 

Each role to be filled will be defined in part by these intangible qualities. Furthermore, the team as a 
whole needs to be considered. Do competencies and personalities among the group balance each other 
to form a coherent unit? Is the team likely to reinforce and model a company culture that is aligned with 
business strategy? The ability to answer these and other questions in the affirmative separates great 
teams from merely adequate ones. The difference in performance is crucial for the early-stage company 
that is trying to reach critical velocity and establish a foundation that can be built upon going forward.

Talent creates in a context, not in isolation

Hiring involves taking a candidate from one environment, putting him or her into another and expecting 
the same great performance. But it doesn’t always work this way. Performance depends not just on the 
person but on how he or she interacts with the surroundings. If the candidate led a team, the team’s 
collective competencies may have offset gaps in the candidate’s capabilities. There’s nothing wrong 
with this—provided that the team at the new company has the same composition. Similarly, some 
people thrive under pressure, or require the resources and structure of a large company to do their best 
work. Culture, too, can play a large role in amplifying or impeding performance. All of these caveats are 
essential to know when making a hire—and none of them will be made explicit in the hiring process. 

Attracting and retaining talent means giving something up

Company founders, by definition, wear many hats. And despite the stress and hours that come with 
having to perform so many tasks oneself, most founders are founders precisely because they are 
attracted to the creative control that comes with the role. So it is important for founders to understand 
that building a management team will require them to shed some of those hats and parcel out chunks 
of their domains to others. After all, no one of the caliber needed on a startup management team will 
accept a position unless it offers the opportunity for their own leadership and vision to flourish.
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Assessing the hiring process
Early-stage companies low on infrastructure are unlikely to have extensive talent management 
functions. Even so, it is important for founders to assess their hiring framework and check for 
structural weaknesses that can lead to false positives and sub-optimal outputs. Ask these four 
diagnostic questions:

Do you have a clear-eyed view of yourself?

When a founder assembles a management team, he or she does so with one member already in 
place—the founder. If the team is to act as a cohesive whole and balance the founder’s qualities, the 
founder needs to evaluate himself or herself as rigorously as one would a potential hire. In making 
that assessment, remember that the starting an early-stage company and leading it to viability will 
significantly stress test one’s capabilities. It’s critical for leaders to have a strong sense of humility 
and a deep understanding of what they do well and what they don’t do well—or shouldn’t be doing  
in the first place. This self-knowledge forms the basis of team building.

Can you access a network beyond who you know?

Founders usually have thick Rolodexes and this can lead to the illusion that they “know everybody.” 
But it’s not only possible but likely that the right executive lies outside of a founder’s personal 
network. This is particularly the case as biopharma startups take on increasingly well-defined and 
narrow value propositions—the people with the experience and track record the company needs 
may be working in an adjacent technical area or deep inside a larger firm outside the reach of 
entrepreneurial circles. Casting a wider net also helps provide a diversity of perspective that can 
make the team more attuned to risks and opportunities that might be missed by a more 
homogeneous group.

Do you have an objective evaluation system?

Hiring the best possible candidate demands making fine distinctions between qualified executives. 
On what basis, for example, will a choice be made between three finalist CSOs? Doing so requires 
having objective metrics, whether qualitative or quantitative. These metrics must be integrated into 
both the job specification and the questions posed to both candidates and references. Doing so helps 
ensure that when a final decision is made, it will be based upon comparable insights into all finalists.

Do you know your company’s attractiveness?

The competition for biopharma talent is fierce; it is a safe bet that every desirable candidate is being 
pursued by multiple competitors. Why will he or she choose one offer over others? The technical 
risk, location, the strength of the science, the quality of investors and of the team assembled so far 
are major factors. Firms without a comparative advantage in these areas will face a tougher path and 
should expect to have to offer more in compensation, equity and title.
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Barriers to hiring 
Regardless of how strong the hiring framework is, there are barriers that can impede talent 
acquisition. There may be the issue of confidentiality, requiring a third party to represent the 
company in the talent market without revealing the company’s identity until a certain point in the 
process. This is often done because the technical basis of the company rests on proprietary know-
how or work-arounds. However, that opacity is likely to cause some potential candidates to decline  
to pursue the opportunity. 

Compensation structure can also be a barrier. Pre-money ventures will want to offer packages with 
less cash and more equity; after investors come on board, the company will be more conservative 
with diluting ownership. The firm’s place on the cash-equity spectrum will filter the pool of candidates, 
screening out those whose needs and preferences are too far from what the company is offering.

Location is the third common hurdle, especially at senior levels, where many executives have 
already endured their share of relocations and may have families who balk at further moves. 
Depending on the role and the configuration of the company, telecommuting coupled with regular 
face time at headquarters may be a workable compromise. Indeed, some early-stage companies run 
on a virtual model as a matter of course.

Seven essential qualities to look for when hiring
The urgency, intimacy and resource constraints of an early-stage venture heighten all the normal 
experiences of work. It is thus important that each member of management approach this more 
emotionally turbulent environment with internal balance and resilience. In addition to the tangible and 
intangible requirements particular to each position, there are seven personal qualities that members 
of early-stage management teams must exhibit:

1.  Humility: Recognizes the need for a team approach and embraces the daunting complexity  
of the company’s mission

2.  Leadership: Self-awareness, courage, strong decision making and strategic thinking; the 
ability to be a mentor to others

3.  Risk tolerance: Accountability, alignment and belief in the potential of the company

4.  Career growth: A record of increasing levels of accountability within a single setting

5.  Career stability: Career roles of sufficient duration to achieve accomplishment and  
enough time to work with the results. 

6.  Accomplishment: Clear, concrete contributions supported by detailed descriptions  
and references

7.  Communication: Provides information and insight in a complete, concise and transparent 
manner.
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The implications of timing
Founders often struggle with the relationship between the hiring and fundraising timelines. The 
reality is that the talent-management and recruiting engine should always be on. People leave 
unexpectedly; it is also shrewd to make room for an exceptional executive who may suddenly 
become available. These factors are constants.

At the same time, there are nuances to hiring pre-money or post-money. Pre-money hiring can 
enable the fundraising process, but limits the pool of candidates to those with maximum risk 
tolerance. Post-money hiring allows for more leverage to compete for talent and gives the firm 
access a wider pool of candidates. However, it comes at the cost of greater investor pressure  
and involvement.  

Building a management team is more than assembling a certain category of assets. It sets the 
culture, stability and resiliency of the enterprise. Approaching the task armed with understanding and 
preparation will make the process more effective and set the stage for future organizational success.
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