
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

When leadership is 
always the aim 

Leigh Farrell 
Course: BSc (Hons) majoring in biochemistry 
and immunology 

Year of graduation: 1984 

Job: Chief Operating Officer, d3 Medicine 

Career: General Manager then CEO, Gene 
Sears Pty Ltd: Research Manager Johnson & 
Johnson Research Pty Ltd; Associate Director, 
GBS Venture Partners; Vice President Business 
Development Biota Pharmaceuticals Inc 

Reflection: “Solid science is the bedrock of 
innovation – always has been, always will be.” 

 

 

“Go out and get some scars 
and grey hairs in research – 
and if you want to get into 
business, think about an 

MBA.” 

Even before he had finished his fourth year honours 

project, Leigh Farrell knew he wanted to be an 

executive in a biotechnology company.  

A conversation with his supervisor about research 

scientists’ pay rates clinched his decision that he didn’t 

want to “die at the lab bench”. 

But he still did a PhD. 

Preparing to succeed 

“In everything I do I like to lead teams which deliver 

impactful outcomes,“ he explains. 

“When I was in St Johns Ambulance I was involved in 

senior leadership roles in disaster situations. So the 

only way that I saw of becoming a leader in a 

biotechnology company was to have a PhD. It was my 

ticket to ride – although, at that point, I had no idea 

what the journey would look like.” 

Farrell, now 52, followed his PhD on mitochondrial 

biogenesis with a post-doc appointment, choosing 

Washington University because of its links with the 

agricultural biotech company Monsanto. Any leader of 

a scientific company must have a detailed 

understanding of the science involved, he says. “I had 

ten years as a research scientist, and without that, I 

don't think I'd have the tools that I need.” 

Risk-takers win out 

Leaders also have to be prepared to take risks. Farrell 

often asks young scientists what they would say if he 

knocked on their door on a Friday, and asked if they’d 

be willing to move to Sydney the following Monday. 

It's the exact question he was asked when, as a young 

Canberra–based CSIRO research scientist, he was 

offered his first executive job: general manager of the 

newly established joint venture company Geneshears. 

He later managed research at Johnson & Johnson, 

worked in venture capital and directed business 

development for the pharmaceutical giant Biota.  

This garnered the perfect experience for his new 

position as the chief operating officer of New Jersey 

and Australia-based d3 Medicine, whose CEO is fellow 

Australian Craig Rayner, adjunct associate professor in 

pharmaceutical science at Monash. 

An international “guns for hire” drug development team, 

d3 Medicine staff are parachuted in to biotech and 

pharmaceutical companies to turn around ailing 

programs or provide advice on development strategies 

for new products. 

Last year the company helped Californian company 

Tobira Therapeutics, developer of the HIV/AIDS drug 

“cenicriviroc”, overcome a significant roadblock in 

selecting the dose to be evaluated in the phase III 

clinical trial, which would involve over 1000 patients.    

Farrell has also been appointed an Adjunct Associate 

Professor at Monash. He’s on the Australian Research 

Advisory Council and the Victorian Biotechnology 

Advisory Council, which advises the Minister for 

Technology on biotchnology and other matters.  

A word of advice … 

Farrell’s advice to undergraduates is “be realistic”. “Go 

and gain real domain experience. Generalists aren’t of 

much interest. Go out and get some scars and grey 

hairs in research – and if you want to get into business, 

think about an MBA.” 

 


