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Titans Of Pharma 2020: A Bumper Year For Top 
Executive Compensation
Gilead’s O’Day Topped The Table At $29.1m

Executive Summary
A snapshot of the compensation packages 
granted to the chiefs of the world’s biggest 
pharma companies, along with key performance 
stats for the businesses they lead.

 

Executive pay at Scrip’s line-up of 15 top pharma 
companies increased by 3.9% in 2019, with 
newcomer Daniel O’Day boasting the biggest 
overall package at $29.1m for 10 months’ work. 

Costly New Hire
The new Gilead Sciences Inc. chairman and CEO, 
who only assumed the leadership position in 
March, pipped Merck & Co. Inc.’s Kenneth Frazier 
to the top spot. But while Frazier’s 32% increase 
in total compensation accompanied double-digit 
revenue growth and a 58% leap in net profits, 
O’Day was brought in to helm a company that is 
still looking to find its mojo after the waning of the 
windfall brought by the hepatitis C breakthrough 
products Sovaldi (sofosbuvir) and Harvoni 
(sofosbuvir/ledipasvir).

Gilead’s board compensation committee 
decided it was “appropriate to provide one-time 
make-whole payments to Mr O’Day to offset 
compensation and benefits he forfeited by leaving 
his former employer, and for other economic 
consequences of accepting employment with us, 
but [it] did not provide any other inducement or 
new hire awards to Mr O’Day.” Ex-head of Roche 
Pharmaceuticals, O’Day is not the first CEO to 
have made a big splash in the budget in his first 
year on the job. Kåre Schultz joined a struggling 
Teva Pharmaceutical Industries Ltd. in late 2017, 
clocking up $17m that year and $32.5m in his first 

full year on the job before sliding back down to 
$11.6m last year as Teva’s revenues continued 
to hemorrhage and the company failed to turn a 
profit.

Movers And Shakers
Also newly appointed in 2019 were Paul Hudson, 
who moved from leading Novartis AG’s pharma 
division to replace Olivier Brandicourt at Sanofi, 
and Albert Bourla, who took over from Ian Read 
at Pfizer Inc. There was much less change among 
the R&D leadership in 2019 compared with 2018, 
however, with only AstraZeneca PLC’s long-serving 
Menelas Pangalos joining the table after being 
promoted to head all of R&D except oncology. 
Among the CEOs, more than half (nine) have been 
appointed in the past five years, and Roche’s 
Severin Schwan is the only one to have been in 
post for more than 10 years.

Overall, chief executive compensation (including 
salary, bonus and long-term incentives) at the 
15 companies amounted to $266.0m (based 
on exchange rates on 5 May 2020), giving an 
average package of $17.7m. Every single US CEO 
exceeded that figure, with only Pfizer’s Bourla’s 
compensation less than a million dollars above it. 
In contrast, all the European executives plus that 
of Israel’s Teva were at least $5m below it, with 
the sole exception of AstraZeneca’s Pascal Soriot, 
who managed just to exceed it on $17.8m.

Down in the European foothills of the pharma 
executive packages, Werner Baumann took the 
bottom slot. The chief of Germany’s Bayer AG 
continues to grapple with the costly legal problem 
of the Roundup weedkiller cancer liability claims, 
and disgruntled investors have made their 
dissatisfaction known at annual general meetings. 
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GlaxoSmithKline PLC’s Emma Walmsley enjoyed 
a big jump in her total compensation, but was 
still the second lowest paid executive in the 
cohort despite her work to refocus the group on 
innovative R&D. Her R&D chief Hal Barron saw his 
own package take a downward turn.

Compared with 2018, CEO compensation rose 
by 3.9% in 2019, although the changes ranged 
from the 64.3% slashed from Schultz’s package to 
Walmsley’s 42.1% boost.

Best Paid R&D Head
Paul Stoffels, Johnson & Johnson’s long-standing 
chief scientific officer and former worldwide 
chairman of the pharmaceuticals division, has 
been the best paid R&D chief over the four years 
Scrip has been compiling the annual Titans of 
Pharma infographic. In 2019 he extended his lead 
with a 33% increase. Other R&D leaders getting 
chunky increases included Pfizer’s Mikael Dolsten, 
Merck & Co’s Roger Perlmutter, Eli Lilly & Co.’s 
Daniel Skovronsky and Bayer’s innovation chief 
Kemal Malik. The latter, however, was exited from 
the company at the end of 2019 as the company 
downsized its board of management and 
eliminated his role.

Employee Pay Measured Up
As well as its CEO topping the league table, 
employees at Gilead appear to be more 
generously remunerated than elsewhere as 
the company reported median employee 
compensation of $173,264, up 5.7% on 2018. 
Nevertheless, this was still 169 times less than 
O’Day received. AbbVie Inc. also looks to be a high 
payer, with median employee compensation up 
4.7% to $155,885.

The company with the smallest gulf between the 
average employee and the CEO was Bayer, where 
the compensation ratio was 51:1 (the caveat 

being that this was only for employees based in 
Germany); no other company reported a pay ratio 
lower than 100:1. However, some companies 
do not report median employee compensation, 
and given that there are different methods of 
calculating the figure, the precise numbers should 
probably be taken with a pinch of salt. Suffice to 
say, the pharma industry may boast about the 
high level of scientific expertise and innovative 
ingenuity of its workforce, but it still values its 
leaders vastly more than the rest of its staff. J&J 
pays its CEO Alex Gorsky 334 times the amount it 
pays the average employee.

Group Statistics
While CEO compensation at the 15 firms rose to 
$266m in 2019 from $256m in 2018 and $251m in 
2017, the total figure is still lower than the $276m 
paid out to the CEOs in 2016.

Net profit growth outstripped the 3.9% increase 
seen in CEO compensation, coming in at 15.6%. 
Aggregate net profit reported by the companies 
was $110.3bn, driven by particularly significant 
gains for Merck & Co, AbbVie Inc., Lilly, Roche, GSK 
and Bayer.

Revenues were also up, albeit more modestly, by 
2.5% to $589.7bn across the group.

Meanwhile, despite the blow dealt to global stock 
markets by the coronavirus pandemic, the total 
market capitalization of the firms was $2,345bn 
on 16 April 2020, up 8.4% from $2,164bn on 2 
May 2019. Fallers included Bayer, Teva and Pfizer, 
which failed to recover fully from the pummeling 
its stock price took when it announced the sale 
of its Upjohn business to Mylan NV in 2019. 
However, most of the companies saw a marked 
increase in their stock market valuation over the 
period.


