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Transformative    
LEADERSHIP

Dr. Deborah Dunsire, President and CEO of Millennium: 
The Takeda Oncology Company, is leading her company 
to achieve an audacious goal: curing cancer.

She acknowledges that this is a bold aspi-
ration and one that guides her decision-mak-
ing every day and in some interesting ways.

“This means we’ve got to look for transfor-

Taren Grom

“I get excited about understanding why
there is disorder,” Dr. Dunsire continues.
“When we think about the human body and
the billions of cells, which for the vast major-
ity of the time all function perfectly, but then
all of a sudden, for reasons that we don’t fully
understand, some cells go awry and start to
grow in an untethered way. It’s tremendously
exciting to dig into an age-old problem and
see the glimmer of light and start to under-
stand the root causes of cancer and then figure
out the solution.”

For Dr. Dunsire, oncology is at the heart of
understanding all of the -omics — genomics,

mative therapies, not just incremental change;
we need truly great leaps forward in science
and medicine,” Dr Dunsire says. “Our mission
guides us to focus on translational medicine
and personalized medicine, which means un-
derstanding the genetics of a particular pa-
tient’s cancer to guide the combinations of
therapies. It also drives us to prioritize our
portfolio, and if a compound isn’t delivering a
transformative benefit, we redirect resources
to another product that can.”

Millennium’s focus in drug development is
on disease pathways — or processes — that
cancer cells depend on to survive. The com-
pany has more than 300 projects under way
and alsmost 20 drug candidates in its
pipeline. 

Currently, the company develops and mar-
kets Velcade for injection, a first-in-class can-
cer therapy for the treatment of patients with
multiple myeloma and relapsed mantle cell
lymphoma.

Passionate About Progress
Dr. Dunsire’s passion to find a cure for can-

cer is partly driven by the reason she became a
physician — to help people get better — and
partly by an innate desire to find order and solve
the big unanswered questions in medicine. 

“I want to work in areas that need trans-
formation,” she says. “There are many of these
areas in medicine — beyond oncology —
such as Alzheimer’s disease, some of the in-
flammatory disorders, and diabetes. So I could
certainly get passionate about being a part of
solving these unmet needs. 
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»  Dr. Dunsire serves as President and CEO of
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seum of Science (Boston), CancerCare (New
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»  Dr. Dunsire earned her doctor of medicine
 degree from the University of Witwatersand,

Johannesburg, South Africa.

e are what we repeatedly do...excellence, then, is not so much an act, but a habit.”
This Aristotle quote is one of Deborah Dunsire, M.D.’s favorite expressions. As pres-
ident and CEO of Millennium: The Takeda Oncology Company, Dr. Dunsire is
drawing on more than 20 years of experience in the scientific, clinical, operational,
and commercial aspects of the biological/pharmaceutical business, to foster excel-

lence throughout the organization. At Millennium, she has created a corporate culture that is team-
oriented, built on accountability and flexibility, strives toward innovation, and most importantly is
passionately driven toward achieving the company’s stated goal of curing cancer. 
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proteomics, etc. — and how biology can turn
diseased cells off. 

“This is exciting stuff; it’s intellectually
very stimulating and addresses a huge un-
solved need,” she says. “All of us know people
or have family members who have been af-
flicted by cancer and I do say afflicted because
it comes out of the clear blue sky. Most often
it’s life-threatening. I want to be part of mak-
ing the affliction go away.” 

Motivating for Results
For the second year in a row, Millennium

has been honored by Fortune magazine as one
of the 100 best companies to work for in the
United States. 

This honor is no doubt the direct result of
Dr. Dunsire’s leadership and the innovative
culture she has cultivated at the company,
which allows every employee to make a differ-
ence and have a voice. 

“We’re passionate about our work because
we care about progress, each other, and the pa-
tients we seek to help,” she says. “As a re-
sult, our culture is a blend of intensity
and caring. We are really fortunate to

have a group of people — from our bench re-
searchers to our sales people to our finance
folks to the people who work in strategic
sourcing and reimbursements, to human re-
sources, etc. — who want to
make a difference in the lives
of cancer patients. Each per-
son wants to feel he or she is
part of the whole, which is

Dr. Deborah Dunsire

moving therapy forward to transform the lives
of cancer patients.” 

Leading the company to its stated goal is a
huge challenge and starts with the mission it-
self. 

“We are taking on the big, audacious goal
of curing cancer, and we need every brain in
the game,” Dr. Dunsire says. “To do that, I al-
ways look for people who want to come to
work. My belief is that people want to have
their work make a difference. So we start off
with the premise that everybody is here
to passionately drive to-
ward the goal. We
created a culture
that allows for
and encourages
a lot of free-
dom. We ex-
pect great
things, we

Dr. Dunsire is excited by the 

challenge of finding order among 

biological factors gone awry.
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expect great efforts, and we demand that a lot
gets accomplished in a short period of time,
but we give people freedom around how they
do their jobs. I think giving people that trust
and freedom allows them to make their best
contributions. 

“We also have a culture that truly empha-
sizes respect; each person brings a different
slant to the enormous challenge we’re facing,”
Dr. Dunsire continues. “To me, the more
complex the goal, the more it demands di-
verse points of view to try and solve the prob-
lem. We have people who have manifestly dif-
ferent backgrounds, training, and skills. And
it’s not just about having diversity in skills;
it’s also about having diversity in thought and
approach, which can sometimes create innova-
tive solutions to a problem. We also require a
tremendous amount of specialization within
each function. We need teams of people who
can work together, with each bringing their
own skills and knowledge to the problem.”

As the company’s leader, Dr. Dunsire de-
mands, drives, and insists upon a culture
where respect between individuals is critical
and is absolutely required of everybody. 

“Teams can’t be effective if people don’t lis-
ten and don’t truly respect that another person
has value to add,” she says. “Driving the value
of respect is very important as is a culture of
listening, and is essential to Millennium’s suc-
cess.”

As a leader, Dr. Dunsire says she is consid-
ered fairly demanding in terms of delivery
against goal. 

“If you tell me you’ll do something, you
need to do it,” she says. “I hold people ac-
countable. We set goals. We assess how we’re
doing against goals. We investigate how we
can improve each year. But I also listen very
carefully to people. I’m a leader who demands
that I understand the path or plan. My people
tell me that I ask more questions than any
boss they’ve ever had. This is probably true,
but it’s because I need to follow the logic; I’m
a very logical person. I go back over the plan
until I understand what we’re trying to ac-
complish, how we believe we can accomplish
it, and I can see why the plan will deliver on
that goal. We can’t deliver on every goal;
we’re experimenting all the time. There are
things that don’t go as expected, and that’s
understandable. I look to see if we had a clear
and logical plan before we started, then if
something doesn’t work the way we thought,
we need to have a clear process to understand
what went wrong and dig down so that we
learn for the next time.”

An Industry Perspective
Dr. Dunsire’s desire to manifest significant

change goes beyond just steering Millennium’s

course, she is also vested in making sure the
industry overall is driving toward scientific
transformation and addressing unmet pa-
tient needs.

“CEOs face many challenges; I think
some of the most pressing ones are under-
standing the science and figuring out how
to capitalize on that knowledge in a timely
way, both from what the patients need and
from a business sense,” Dr. Dunsire says.
“Regulators are very focused on the safety of
our medicines. We need larger patient pop-
ulations and we need to figure out the equa-
tion that allows for the delivery of value.
Trials are incredibly expensive; bringing a
successful drug to market costs well more
than $1 billion when the costs of all the
failed drugs are factored in.”

Dr. Dunsire admits that making the par-
adigm effective in order to address the dis-
eases that are impacting lives, curtailing
productivity, and creating enormous ex-
pense is challenging. 

“Changing the pharmaceutical invest-
ment model, figuring out how to advance
personalized medicine at a faster rate, and
get regulatory buy-in to conduct more narrow
trials faster and being able to deliver enough
data to assure efficacy and safety are the biggest
nuts to crack.”

Dr. Dunsire believes understanding how
genes become disordered, why different muta-
tions appear together, and what controls the
switching on and off of different genes will lead
to being able to change the manifestation of a
tumor or a disease and its response to therapy. 

“We’ve peeled the onion, if you like, from
just understanding the genome, to under-
standing the genetics of disease and all of the
ramifications that are driven by those disor-
dered genes,” she says. “This is a process that’s
been going on for years now, but in some ways
it’s still in its infancy. And it’s going to be this
shift that will drive the future of medicine in
the coming decades. This will translate into
more diagnostic testing before therapies are
used, so we can really understand which pa-
tients can benefit from which therapies and
which patients are not appropriate for a ther-
apy because the risk is too high and the bene-
fit is too low.

“We’ve been talking for a long time about
the era of the human genome and what this is
going to do for medicine, but I think it’s start-
ing to come to fruition now,” she continues.
“We’re probably at the bottom of a steep in-
flection of how genomics will truly transform
medicine.”

Dr. Dunsire believes in the next decade the
advent of personalized medicine will come to
maturation, not just in oncology, but truly
across different therapeutic areas. 

“One of the things we know about medi-

cines is that they don’t work in everybody as
effectively as we would like,” she says. “Dif-
ferent people bear different levels of risk, so
side effects manifest differently in different
people. That occurs from hypertension to
acid-related disorders to psychotherapeutics
to oncology therapeutics. In every field of
medicine understanding who can benefit and
knowing for whom the risks are enhanced is
the most critical advance. It’s this knowledge
that will allow us to leverage therapies in the
most effective way possible. This will also bet-
ter leverage the available resources for deliver-
ing care.”

Dr. Dunsire says the industry is in an evo-
lutionary stage and there is a need to change
the research, development, and commercializa-
tion models. 

“Things are really changing and they’re
changing quite fast,” she says. “It’s very inter-
esting; perhaps we are at the end of the begin-
ning of the genomics revolution and now we
can accelerate to the mainstream.” PV

Dr. Deborah Dunsire
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Ceos face many challenges; i think 
some of the most pressing ones are
 understanding the science and figuring
out how to capitalize on that knowledge
in a timely way, both from what the
 patients need and from a business sense.
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