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V isitors to the offices of Otsuka
Pharmaceutical Canada Inc. in
Technoparc Montréal quickly

pick up on an enthusiastic vibe. It’s
intentional, and it’s genuine.

The offices are all bright, spacious, and
cheerful. Everyone seems to have a
spring in their step and happy voices
can be heard all around. Handwritten
notes with smiley faces and
exclamation marks can be spotted
covering the glass walls of several
offices.

The leadership team assembles in a
bright boardroom overlooking a
forested, marshy area between the
Technoparc and Pierre Elliott Trudeau
International Airport. Every few
minutes, a plane can be seen taking off
as it emerges above the trees. The
Otsuka team, however, has other
priorities. The only takeoff that interests
them is their own.

The leadership team comprises six
members. Each one joins the afternoon
meeting with enthusiasm and a sense of
camaraderie. The members of the team
are more than happy to discuss their
roles at the company as well as their
hopes and collective vision for Otsuka
Canada. It’s impossible to miss their
sense of pride as they elaborate upon
the qualities that set Otsuka Canada

apart. What follows is a lively
discussion full of laughter and friendly
jibes as the team opens up about the
organization.

Allison Rosenthal:
Let’s begin where our new employees
do — with onboarding. It’s a big deal
for us, and it’s everyone’s responsibility,
not just Human Resources. All new
employees have two days of onboarding
here at the head office, and I meet with
them all. We plan a welcome lunch for
everyone in the kitchen, and the new
employees get to introduce themselves
in a fun and informal way. Others are
then free to ask questions — hardly any
are off limits; in the spirit of friendship,
we encourage people to share
embarrassing or fun facts. The new
hires become part of the family pretty
quickly, and we really are like one in
many ways. No one is exempt from the
tradition, even our North American
Regional CEO participated in the
activity during a business review. We
are particularly proud of our low
turnover and extremely high employee
engagement score, which is over 95%.
The fact of the matter is that happy and
engaged people perform better. One of
the architects of this unique
environment is Michael Laranjo.
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“Otsuka”?

The Japanese pronunciation is in
three syllables, “O-tsu-ka,”
which generally sounds like
“Oats-ka.” The Western pronun-
ciation in three syllables,
“Ot-su-ka,” is most commonly
heard here.

Where does the name come
from?

It’s the family name of the
founder of the company,
Busaburo Otsuka. He was the
son of a farmer in Tokushima.

When was Otsuka founded?

The original company was
founded in 1921; at the time, it
sold chemicals harvested from
the sea. The company then
began producing and selling IV
solutions for various medical
uses. Otsuka Pharmaceutical
was started in 1964.

?

?

?

Michael Laranjo:
I was one of the first three
employees in 2010. We created the
kind of place I wanted to work in:
a place where everyone is an
entrepreneur and a contributor.
While at Otsuka Canada, I have
had the privilege of overseeing
diverse functions, including legal,
compliance, market access, and
many other areas I wouldn’t have
been exposed to if I were in a
different environment. Creative
thinking and idea generation are
encouraged. It’s also easy to get
things done because everything
moves at a fast pace here. What
doesn’t get you very far in this
company is hierarchy and formal-
ity. Accountability drives the rela-
tionships between all of us, not title
or level. We all roll up our sleeves
and get actively involved here.

Jeff Marchand:
Most of us have been lucky enough
to spend many years in “big
pharma.” I appreciate the differ-
ences associated with working in a
smaller entrepreneurial and innova-
tive environment. It’s not for
everyone, but those who do enjoy
it find it very stimulating and re-
warding. They can really thrive in
this type of environment. I think
our associates appreciate that the
leadership remains constant as it
ensures that we stay consistent with
our goals and values year after
year. This helps us maintain a long-
term strategic focus. Also, since
Otsuka Canada is still a relatively
new Canadian company, we can
build as necessary without having
to change or adapt from more
traditional ways. That tends to
simplify decision-making for us.

Ghislain Boudreau:
Having recently moved from one
of the biggest pharmaceutical
companies, I’ve seen how differ-
ently Otsuka Canada works first-
hand. The culture is very
important, and we have a good
approach to our business. Our
background as a Japanese com-
pany has certainly influenced us as
the culture tends to trickle down.
We’re determined to succeed, and,
although we are very proud of
doing so, we’re not self-congratu-
latory about it. I’m beginning to
learn that distinction.

Joanie Michel:
We get asked the “Japanese
question” a lot. What is it like to
work for a Japanese company?
While we are fairly independent
and work as a Canadian company
with Canadian people everyday,
there are elements of Japanese
culture in our business. For
example, Otsuka acts with long-
term goals in mind; perseverance is
one of our core values. It took over
20 years for us to develop one of
our main products, and Otsuka is
committed to continuing long-term
research and living up to our global
mission: “Otsuka — people creat-
ing new products for better health
worldwide.” A great recent
example of this is Jinarc™, the
first treatment for autosomal
dominant polycystic kidney dis-
ease (ADPKD).

Milena Bembic:
We went through a cultural assess-
ment last year, a rigorous
evaluation of our employee values
and how they correlate with our
company’s cultural values. The

Fun Facts about Otsuka
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scores validated our strong
employee engagement. In fact, the
market  researchers thought there
was a mistake because our results
were so strong. Practically every-
one in the company is highly
engaged and committed; they had
never seen that before. As a
follow-up, we developed the 3Cs
concept to summarize our cultural
values: compassion for people,
honouring commitments, and cus-
tomer focus.

Allison:
We want to keep that same
simplicity and entrepreneurial
spirit as we grow. We’ve just
launched two new products and
expect four more approvals in the
next 14 months. We have ambi-
tious goals and targets to
accomplish, and we want to ensure
that we maintain our spirit and
culture as we grow.

Jeff:
Our most recent launch, Jinarc™,
is a true testament to our 3Cs
culture. Our compassion for
people and our desire to help
patients fuelled our decision to
pursue approval from Health
Canada and bring it to market
despite the uphill battle. ADPKD
is a small, highly complex disease
with significant access hurdles,
but we all strongly felt that we had
an obligation to find a path
forward for these patients and their
families. It would have been easy
to say “no” based purely on the
financial aspects, but it was our
chance to offer Canadians living
with ADPKD a better life.

Michael:
We’ve got a lot going for us. We’re
going to grow tenfold in 10 years,
mainly in neurosciences and
oncology. That’s where having
experienced and committed people
in the office and the field will truly
pay off. We have attracted the best

It almost became what?!

A bowling craze swept Japan in
1970. Many at Otsuka believed
bowling alleys would be a
profitable business venture.
One of the founder’s grandsons
Akihiko suggested building a
pharmaceutical research lab
instead, which they did!

Does Otsuka operate in
areas aside from pharma-
ceuticals?

Outside of North America,
Otsuka also operates a major
nutraceuticals business in
addition to its pharmaceutical
operations.

When and how did Otsuka
start expanding out of
Japan?

Otsuka first grew internation-
ally by selling IV solutions to
other countries in Asia. In 1981,
Otsuka became the first non-
Chinese pharmaceutical com-
pany operating within China.
Otsuka also became the first
Japanese pharmaceutical com-
pany to own a research centre
in the US, when it began
establishing research centres in
Europe and the US during the
1980s.

Otsuka employees engaged during a presentation at the national sales meeting.

?

?

?
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field team; they are highly
committed and accountable to
customers. The head office team is
always there to partner with them
to deliver extraordinary value to
our customers. It’s another
testament to our culture. 

Joanie:
Our hiring process is very strategic.
Like all successful companies,
competency and a track record of
accomplishments are fundamental
to getting hired. What is unique
about Otsuka Canada is that we
hire for fit. Someone from the
leadership team is involved in
every single hire to ensure that we
are employing people who will
contribute to our culture. We fill
the positions that are most
important to us, those that we
believe are necessary to have in-
house. Everyone we hire is fulfill-
ing a strategic need that can’t be
attained any other way. These new
employees know that they are
crucial to our business and for our
success. When you are one out of a
hundred employees, you count, and
your opinion matters.

Milena:
Though we are a fairly new
company in Canada, the Otsuka
Canada team is very experienced.
We are innovative, dynamic, and
can fast-track things while
ensuring that we are acting
appropriately within a regulated
environment.

Allison:
During the first five years we have
focused on foundational elements:
talent acquisition, capabilities, and
having great product launches. Our
success on all of these fronts has
contributed to our financial
success. We have set high goals for
the next five years. We have big
aspirations, and we know how we
want to achieve them. The key to
our success is that we all take the
business very seriously, but we
don’t take ourselves too seriously,
which fuels our energy and
creativity.

CPM

Who owns Otsuka?

Otsuka’s shares are publicly
traded in Japan, and members
of the Otsuka family are still the
dominant shareholders.

How big is Otsuka globally?

Otsuka has more than 30,000
employees worldwide. Total
sales for the company were
close to $18 billion CAD in
2015.

When was Otsuka Canada
founded?

Otsuka Canada was founded in
2010 and has been growing
ever since. There are 100
employees across the country
today.

Why did Otsuka Canada
choose to set up in Mon-
tréal?

Otsuka’s two major co-promo-
tion partners in Canada, Bristol-
Myers Squibb and Lundbeck,
have their headquarters in
Montréal, so it made sense to
locate near them. The offices of
all three companies are actually
located in close proximity to
each other in Technoparc
Montréal.
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