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Andy Plump 

Leadership, Science, and the 
Desire to Do Good 
As a young child, when asked what I wanted to be when I grew up, my 
answers had one thing in common—I was ill-suited for all of them: 
fireman (not tough enough), baseball player (no talent), and even 
veterinarian (I do love animals, but the human spirit intrigues me more). 

I’ve always been driven by curiosity. I’d tag alongside my mother as she 
gardened, asking question after question. She was, and still is, a very 
patient woman, but I have vivid memories of her affectionately turning 
to me, exasperated, saying, “Andrew, it’s time for school.” Perhaps I was 
destined to become a scientist. 

As with many who ultimately plod through studies in science and 
medicine, I was thirty-five years old when I took my first real job and it 
wasn’t at all what I had expected. 

Mother Merck 
I was drawn to the pharmaceutical industry because I saw it as a place 
where I could apply my curiosity and love of science in a way that could 
potentially affect the lives of patients, not just today but for generations 
to come. I started in 2001 as a translational physician-scientist at the 
most storied of pharmaceutical companies, Merck, or for those who read 
Josh Boger’s The Billion-Dollar Molecule, Mother Merck. I learned as 
much during my tenure at Merck as I did at any time in my life. I joined 
Merck at the end of an era, a few years after Roy Vagelos retired, having 
established a place for Merck in the annals of history. 

Vagelos defined leadership and bred talent that ran layers deep. At one 
point in the recent past, over half of the top biopharmaceutical company 
R&D organizations were led by Merck alumni. But Vagelos did more than 
promote science and breed talent; he did good. Merck innovated and 



 

grew its business, while at the same time doing the right thing. The use 

of ivermectin to treat river blindness
1
 and the donation of hepatitis B 

vaccines to China to help manage an epidemic of liver disease
2
 defined 

the Merck “do good” mindset. So, it’s no surprise that a curious boy, who 

failed at his attempt to play shortstop for the New York Mets (okay, who 

couldn’t even make his high school baseball team) but became a Merck-

trained translational physician-scientist, would be driven to both 

innovate and do good. 

Leaving Merck was not easy. I had many friends and colleagues, and I 

maintain many close relationships that have grown during this pandemic. 

In between Merck and my current role at Takeda, I took a brief but highly 

meaningful post at Sanofi as research head. The opportunity to 

experience a global pharmaceutical company was an important inflection 

that provided me the opportunity to step into a next level of leadership 

in my current role as R&D head at Takeda. 

Reinventing an iconic Japanese company: Takeda 
They say companies are defined by their people, that a company cannot 

have a soul, but Takeda is different. Few companies, and, in fact, few 

governments standing today rival Takeda’s long history. We were 

founded in 1781 by Chobei Takeda, an herbalist who sold traditional 

Japanese and Chinese medicines in Osaka, Japan. Chobei Takeda was an 

Omi Shonin, a group of top-tier merchants who distinguished themselves 

through their adherence to Sanpo-Yoshi, a business principle that means 

“three-way satisfaction.” For the Omi, the three guiding principles were 

good for seller (urite yoshi), good for buyer (kaite yoshi), and good for 

society (seken yoshi). These foundational values have defined Takeda 

throughout its long history. In 1940, Chobei Takeda V, a descendant of 

Takeda’s founder, established a modernized version of the Sanpo-Yoshi 

that he termed the Nori. The Nori is an articulation of Takeda’s values: 

Integrity, Fairness, Perseverance, and Honesty. Today, these values are 

 
1 https://www.nytimes.com/1987/10/22/world/merck-offers-free-distribution-of-
new-river-blindness-drug.html 
2 https://www.nytimes.com/1994/06/10/business/vaccine-deal-for-merck.html 



 

called Takeda-ism and they continue to guide the way we work as much 
as they did 239 years ago. 

In 2020, as we live through the worst global health crisis of our 
generation, it’s notable that Takeda’s first foray into Western medicines 
was 125 years ago, in response to epidemics, when we imported into 
Japan quinine to treat malaria and phenol for cholera. In 1914, in 
response to World War I, Takeda established its research division with 
the intent of synthesizing pharmaceuticals to offset a decline in imports 
from Germany. 

Today, under the leadership of our current CEO, Christophe Weber, 
Takeda is a global, top ten biopharmaceutical company. Weber defines 
authentic leadership, bringing out the best of those around him. He fully 
embraces Takeda-ism, and has created his own rubric to articulate the 
Takeda values that we call P-T-R-B. Put the Patient (P) at the center of 
everything we do; build Trust (T) with society; enhance our Reputation 
(R); and the Business (B) will follow. 

Weber recruited me to Takeda in 2015, providing me with an opportunity 
to help lead and inspire Takeda’s R&D transformation. In joining this 
great institution under such a progressive and genuine leader, I was 
stepping into something much bigger. The authority granted to a position 
like mine, with my competitive drive, desire to win, and passion for doing 
good, has allowed me to play a role in addressing the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

The COVID-19 pandemic 
With rare exception, none of us were ready for this pandemic. SARS and 
MERS hinted at the potential devastation that a coronavirus could have, 
and that animal-to-human viral transmission was a real-life scenario, not 
simply the makings of a sci-fi film. I am blown away by the premonition 
captured by a 2015 Nature Medicine paper, “A SARS-like cluster of 
circulating bat coronaviruses shows potential for human emergence.” 
Not surprisingly, multiple authors on the manuscript were based in 
Wuhan, China. This may or may not have been a precursor to SARS-CoV-



 

2, but we should have been more prepared. If you ask what we could 
have done, there is so much that it’s painful to even start. 

But we can’t look backward, except to learn. Instead, we must seize the 
moment. And that’s exactly what’s happening. 

I’ll start with our efforts at Takeda. We were slightly ahead of the curve 
in recognizing what in hindsight is so obvious. Our vaccines head, Rajeev 
Venkayya, worked in George W. Bush’s White House, leading a 
bioterrorism unit focusing on pandemic response. Venkayya was in his 
element when the virus hit, grasping its consequences and helping us 
respond accordingly. We were one of the first pharmaceutical companies 
to install work-from-home provisions. 

By mid-March 2020, my Takeda colleagues had already begun work on a 
program to use plasma from people who have successfully recovered 
from COVID-19 to develop a concentrated antibody therapy, termed 
Hyperimmune Globulin (H-IG). We were also looking at our portfolio of 
medicines to see what might be repurposed to help the growing number 
of people infected with and dying from this horrendous virus. Many other 
companies were doing the same. Some were starting clinical trials trying 
to repurpose existing medicines, others were starting to discover new 
medicines that could be used for treatment or prophylaxis, and others 
were moving at lightning speed toward the development of vaccines. 

Academics were publishing in open access journals about the viral 
sequence, evolution, structure, host interactome (the human proteins 
that directly interact with the CoV-2 viral proteins), the clinical course of 
disease, and the human immune response. 

The knowledge poured in at a rate we’ve never seen. Nothing in the 
history of medicine has proceeded at a pace like this, not even close. 
Three features have characterized this time of COVID-19 more than any 
other: leadership during a crisis, the blistering pace of scientific discovery, 
and the goodwill of our scientific community. 



 

Leading from the attic 
Many of us work from home occasionally, but almost none of us have 
truly worked from home to the level necessitated by the COVID-19 
pandemic. For those of us who lead large organizations, we’ve had to 
become creative in how we lead and motivate. Addressing a global 
organization of 5,000 employees while staring into an iPad from my attic 
office, with dogs intermittently barking in the background, has become 
routine. Agility has taken on new meaning. We’re getting to know 
colleagues on a more intimate level. 

The greatest leadership lesson I have received over my career has been 
the importance of creating a high-performing culture. How does one do 
this during a pandemic necessitating work from home? It’s been easier 
than I could have imagined and, as always, I lean on my outstanding 
leadership team. 

We have a strong culture at Takeda, and we work hard to make it better. 
We never prepared for a pandemic, but our relentless focus on people 
helped develop a muscle that we are now using to respond to the 
pandemic. The relationships and trust we have developed enable our 
team to be effective in a fully remote work environment. We assume 
good intent and help one another. 

I had to assume good intent when my colleague and communications 
head, Colleen Beauregard, proposed a new way to connect with the 
global R&D organization. As the crisis was shutting down seemingly all 
aspects of life, I went to Charlottesville, Virginia, to bring my daughter Ali 
home to Boston from college. Beauregard called and suggested that I 
take a more casual, personal approach to engaging employees with 
“something like carpool karaoke.” Ali and I had a great bonding time on 
that trip, and we shot a video while I was driving. I told everyone what 
this experience meant to me and how much I was thinking about them, 
not as Andy the head of R&D but as a fellow human navigating this 
uncharted territory. I’ve never received so much positive feedback from 
anything I’ve ever done professionally or personally. As much as I was 
able to help the Takeda teams, they helped me. Their personal stories 
poured in and were incredibly inspiring. Ali is a great guitar player, so we 



 

did end up doing a real carpool karaoke and, again, the response was 
incredible. We’ve done several more, and I throw in a little stand-up as 
well. I always try to have fun at work and forge real connections with 
people. It’s more important than ever when times are tough to do just 
that. 

We’re all in this together 
When thinking about biotechnology in the time of COVID-19, we will look 
back at this moment as a defining one for our industry. We don’t have a 
particularly strong reputation, which is ironic given the positive mark we 
leave on society, and also disappointing given the well-meaning motives 
that drove many of my peers into our industry based solely on the 
potential to help people through medicine and science. What I’ve seen 
during this pandemic is what many of us have always known: our industry 
is filled with brilliant, humane people. This pandemic has also illuminated 
the fact that so many of us are driven to do good. 

As we started to realize the true severity of the pandemic, several leaders 
across industry began having one-off conversations, exploring ways we 
could collaborate in our response. There was tremendous energy but 
perhaps a lack of focus. Rupert Vessey, an old friend and colleague from 
Merck, pulled a few friends and fellow R&D heads together for a phone 
call and we realized that many conversations with biotech companies, 
academics, and elsewhere were occurring in parallel. It was the Wild 
West. Our call evolved into a hyperfocused alliance that we now call 
“COVID R&D.” Our goal is to add value and efficiency to a number of 
efforts aimed at finding treatments for this horrible disease. I feel 
fortunate to have staunchly committed partners and leaders driving this 
endeavor. From the start, Hal Barron, chief scientific officer and R&D 
head at GSK, said that the industry must own the pandemic response 
because we have the expertise, resources, and agility to do so. We have 
stepped up to address past global health crises, but we haven’t 
necessarily articulated our efforts well. We have an opportunity to really 
demonstrate the value we bring as an industry, both in response to 
COVID-19 and as a critical part of society. As Jay Bradner, president of the 
Novartis Institutes for BioMedical Research, said recently, “This isn’t 
altruism. This is ruthlessly strategic.” The overarching goal is for the 



 

scientific community to come up with a solution to this—and the next—

pandemic.3 

COVID R&D is a great example as one of the quickly formed collaborative 

efforts with good intentions, but it also has the necessary structure and 

rigor to make a difference. Personal agendas and priorities are being put 

aside and silos are being knocked down so that drug and vaccine 

candidates, information, data, and expertise can be shared seamlessly 

and in near real time. The CoVIg-19 Plasma Alliance4 is another example 

where the leading plasma companies, including Takeda, are accelerating 

the development of potential plasma-derived therapies for COVID-19. 

We transitioned our own plasma-derived H-IG to the alliance in hopes 

that, by pooling resources, we can work more efficiently to bring 

treatments to patients. 

The speed, agility, and willingness to adopt novel approaches to drug and 

vaccine development would not be possible without the trust and mutual 

respect that exists among leaders in our industry. Whether it’s alumni 

from an academic institution or organization like Merck, mentors and 

peers, former or current investors or partners—these relationships, 

nurtured and tested over time, are enabling the myriad COVID-19 

response efforts. Our goal is singular and agnostic to recognition, 

intellectual property, or direct business return—we want to solve COVID-

19. 

The future 
COVID-19 is a deadly virus and has done damage to human lives and to 

the economy in ways unparalleled to those in my generation (Gen X, if 

you wondered). As the world approached the final days of World War II, 

Sir Winston Churchill rightly said, “Never let a good crisis go to waste.” 

How we work has changed forever. How we make medicines for patients 

is changing, and for the better. We are pushing barriers, testing 

conventional wisdom and the “way things have always been done.” We 

 
3 https://cen.acs.org/biological-chemistry/infectious-disease/How-big-pharma-firms-
quietly-collaborating-on-new-coronavirus-antivirals/98/i18 
4 https://www.covig-19plasmaalliance.org/en-us#recruitment 



 

are adopting digital technologies and sharing data in ways never 
imagined to this crisis. We are finding new ways to innovate, with 
increased speed and efficiency. 

When historians look back on the 21st century, it will be remembered as 
the health care revolution. We have the chance to unravel human disease 
biology and provide solutions, if not cures, for every human disease. This 
is our time. We will conquer COVID-19 and we will do so with a rapidity 
never before seen in the history of medicine. Let’s take full advantage of 
the learnings from this crisis and use them to propel our industry forward. 

Andy Plump, MD, PhD, is president, research & development, of Takeda 
Pharmaceutical Company Ltd. Before Takeda, he held leadership 
positions at Sanofi and Merck focused on research, preclinical 
development, and translational sciences. Plump lives in Boston with his 
wife Suzanne and has three children. 

Takeda is a global, R&D-driven biopharmaceutical company 
headquartered in Japan. Takeda focuses its R&D efforts in four core 
therapeutic areas—oncology, rare diseases, neuroscience, and 
gastroenterology—translating science into highly innovative, life-
changing medicines. Its R&D organization is advancing best-in-class or 
first-in-class therapies to deliver new standards of care and is investing in 
pioneering platform technologies in cell and gene therapy, data sciences, 
and immuno-oncology to develop transformational, and potentially 
curative, treatments.
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