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Edwards Lifesciences is

the top heart valve company in the
world in terms of sales and a leader
in products for the treatment of ad-
vanced heart disease. Its sales in 2005

were $998 million. Incorporated in

2000 when it separated from Bax-
ter International, it has held its own

i against much larger players, such as
. Medtronic, Johnson & Johnson, and
Boston Scientific.

Part of its strong performance is
due to its focus on patients rather
than on what is termed “interven-
tional cardiology,” which is a branch
of cardiology that deals specifically
with the catheter-based treatment of
heart disease. Heart disease affects
22 million people—1 in 12 adults—in
the United States.

T+D talked with CEO and Chair-

Y

man Michael Mussallem and Corpo-
rate Vice President Rob Reindl about
their strategic approach to talent

management.
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Q. Edwards Lifesciences has a
process for identifying positions
that are critical for success—the
essential johs. Why does this process
of identifying critical johs merit the
time and attention of the CE0?

Mussallem: The concept of critical jobs is
something we learned from a 1997 McKin-
sey & Company survey, “War for Talent,” and
it just made sense to me. One of the most
important elements that you need to make
an organization work is a properly executed
strategy. A well-articulated strategy really
lays out the priorities of the organization so
you can allocate the proper resources to get
the job done.

However, once you lay out your top priori-
ties, you realize that if you're going to be suc-
cessful, you need to have the best talent. You
need A players in the most critical jobs, and
those critical jobs are not necessarily just a
slice across the top of the organization.

If, for example, it is very critical to inno-
vate in a particular area, then being able to
have the technical talent or the innovation
talent to go deep in that area might be of
critical importance. Or, if it is about bringing
a product to the marketplace, there is noth-
ing more important to the company than
having deep operational talent in that space.
You could have critical jobs deep in the or-
ganization in many different roles. It might
be a supervisor, an engineer, or a scientist,
depending on the strategy.

We said, “Let’s force ourselves to decide
what the critical jobs are.” We keep a list
that evolves as the strategy of the company
evolves, and I am heavily involved in it.

Reindl: A critical job doesn't always stay a
critical job, and if one is removed from the
list it’s not necessarily because of perfor-
mance. A critical job is not about the person
who holds it; it’s about the job and its asso-
ciation with the strategy. When we identify
a job as critical, we tell the person in the job
it may not always be critical. At the moment,
we have approximately 70 critical jobs out
of a total of 1,200.
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Mussallem: Discussions about this with our
senior leaders are very interesting because
when you first get into a conversation about
critical jobs, the tendency is to want to look
at the top of the organization and to call a
critical job by the incumbent’s name. So, we
force names out of the discussion and just
look for the most important jobs. Then we
get tough about discussing whether the right
people are in those jobs.

Ql Can you describe the process?

Reindl: Mike and I do 14 talent reviews every
year. Each one lasts four or five hours. We
start with the business imperatives for the
function or region. The business leader for
the function, region, or business unit and his
HR person are in the room, with a bottom-
up review that was done prior to the meet-
ing. We talk about how the unit is organized
to meet its business imperatives and the
critical jobs associated with that. We look at
how people are performing, the high poten-
tials, and the key technical talent associated
with strategy.

Mussallem: Rob and I really get into the dis-
cussion of whether or not a job is critical for
the company’s strategy. People come with
their own lists and say, “Wait a second. This
job may not be critical to the organization,
but it’s critical to me.” There is a high level of
intensity in these discussions and that has a
great effect on the whole company.

Reindl: Mike and I lose sleep if good perfor-
mance is not happening in a critical job or if
one of them suddenly becomes open.

Mussallem: We expect a call if there is
anything that threatens a critical job so that
we can get involved.

Reindl: In most organizations, if a critical job
opens up, people tend to look to resources
in their own areas to fill the job. But we may
know of high-potential employees in other
parts of the organization.



u- What impact does this process
have on organizational performance?

Mussallem: It's hard to draw a direct corre-
lation. Because of our attention to this, we
don’t have important jobs that sit open. I like
to think it helps us stay on our timelines and
deliver better results. It all comes back to the
results of your company. By and large, I think
the company has been successful. We have
consistently grown our top line, and we are
delivering on our imperatives. I think that
it all correlates to having the right people in
the right jobs at the right time.

0- When you look at your industry
as a whole or the company in partic-
ular, do you have any sense of there
heing a skills gap?

Mussallem: In our company, yes, and it
comes back to our strategy. For example,
we are evolving into a company that is
going to drive more innovation and apply
more technology to unmet patient needs.
And that is going to require us to do more
clinical studies than in the past to be able
to demonstrate the value of our products.
So as we increase the importance of clinical
studies, we see that we don't have a strong
enough clinical research function. We need
more and better talent in that area, so we
have made that a strategic priority.

Reindl: Another example is our intention to
have double-digit growth on a consistent
basis. To do that, you can either build from
within or acquire from the outside. Either
way, the market development role is really
important, and we need great market devel-
opment resources on the front end to help us
think through that.

successful, you need to
have the hest talent.”

u. Edwards Lifesciences is a pub-
licly traded company. When you talk
to market analysts and investment
bankers, do they understand the
value of having the right talent in the
right place at the right time?

Mussallem: I think the short answer is “not di-
rectly.” For the most part, they put the great-
est premium on the delivery of results. The
process for getting there is interesting to
them, but not as interesting as the ability to
deliver results consistently. Now, having said
that, I have been in several interviews with
insightful investors who ask questions about
how we manage and think because they want
an indication of whether or not they trust our
management and the way we solve problems.
Occasionally, some will get into the talent is-
sue, but I would say they are the minority.

u- What kind of metrics do you use
to tell you if your talent management
efforts are working?

Reindl: From a talent acquisition perspec-
tive, we feel that if jobs are open longer than
50 days, that’s a concern. Some say that can
send you down a path of hiring substandard
talent because you are trying to beat the
clock, but we trust our hiring managers not
to do that.

We have a metric that says we want to
see at least one—if not two—successors for
every critical job. During talent reviews, we
expect managers to be accountable for that.

We have a metric that says no one who is
high potential or key talent should be paid
below the 19th percentile of her estimated
market value. Putting a metric on that helps
remind people that it’s important.

Controlling turnover is huge for us, es-
pecially for top talent, so our metric is that
turnover for that group is less than 6 percent
annually. The top talent pool includes all crit-
ical jobs and high potentials. That includes
some nonleadership technical talent whose
departures would really hurt us. Managing
turnover is part of performance evaluations.

FEBRUARY 2007 | T+D | 33



Q- It's interesting that you haven't
mentioned a measure of investmentin
employee training and development.

Reindl: During talent reviews, we definitely
expect people to come in with development
plans for high potentials or people in critical
jobs. We know that big companies can spend
millions of dollars on training and develop-
ment, but we are relatively small—just $1 bil-
lion in sales. One thing a smaller company can
do is to make sure to rotate people and give
them many different job experiences. That
doesn’t cost a lot of money. We also relocate
people around the globe to get specific expe-
rience, such as performance and learning.

We invest the most in job rotations, and
we have just instituted an extensive leadership
development curriculum, which is delivered
mostly as e-learning. We also send some
high-potential people to executive business
management programs.

u- Your approach to talent man-
agement is to look at key positions
rather than key individuals. But there
must be people whom you don’'t want
to lose who are not in critical posi-
tions. So how do you deal with that?

Mussallem: We get so excited about critical
jobs that it probably sounds like it’s all about
the positions and not about the people, but
that’s not really the case. In tandem with
deciding what the critical jobs are, we have
our eyes on talent. We identify people who
are high potential and watch them very, very
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closely. We go out of our way to make sure
that we don’t have our best people in jobs that
aren't critical. We want our best people to get
into the jobs that have the most impact not
only for the contributions they make to the
company, but because it gives them a chance
to grow in a high-visibility, high-impact role. I
think it accelerates their development.

u. What are the key attributes you
look for in your leaders?

Reindl: We divide the list of competencies
into three different buckets: leadership,
technical, and traits. There are six leader-
ship competencies, including innovation
and entrepreneurship. We also look for
specific traits that we believe contribute to
success in our unique culture. We came up
with them after hiring for some important
jobs and finding that the people only lasted
about six months.

One trait is “in-check ego.” There are a
lot of smart people here, so you have to be
pretty self-confident to be successful. On the
other hand, if that turns into arrogance, you
won't last very long.

Another trait we look for is passion for
the work and the company. We're developing
devices that are going to save people’s lives.
If you don’t have a passion for doing that in
this environment, you are just not going to
last very long.

A third trait is what we call “creative de-
bate.” It's one we uncovered by interview-
ing some of the mavericks in our senior
leadership. It means that you need to be
able to debate things no matter your level,
function, or expertise. And it means that if
someone puts a tough issue on the table,
everyone, including experienced people,
need to listen.

What we want to achieve from such de-
bates is a more creative idea than a group
might have started out with, because out of
creativity comes innovation, and innovation
is critical for this company’s future. Creative
debate goes two ways: It’s the ability to bring
up an issue and speak with confidence
about it, but it is also the ability to listen to
other people.



Mussallem: It means having enough self-con-
fidence to be able to confront people at a
higher level or those with more experience
than you have, but to do it in a nondefensive
way. To remind us to accommodate creative
debate, we have a visual symbol—a tornado
in a small acrylic pyramid—on our desks and
in our conference rooms.

Reindl: We consider creative debate part of
employee engagement. In our most recent
survey, employee engagement went up: 87
percent of our people scored a four or five
(on a five-point scale) on measures of en-
gagement. One question on the survey asks
if it is “safe to speak up in this company?”
We improved by 6 percentage points over
the prior year, which is statistically signifi-
cant. Are we the best at it yet? No way, but
we are improving.

ul You've said that the culture
here is unigue. Describe the culture
you've tried to create and how it's dif-
ferent from Baxter International, the
company this one came from.

Mussallem: There are many good things that
we carried over from the Baxter culture, but
let me focus on some of the unique things
that we wanted built into this culture.

In an effort to become more innovative
and to create value by filling unmet patient
needs with new solutions, we needed to in-
crease our risk profile. We needed to be able
to take chances and to be less risk averse.
That meant we needed a culture that was not
a blaming culture, but one that was a learn-
ing culture. So, we spent a lot of time talk-
ing about this and came up with the phrase
“Don’t blame; learn.”

We recognized that in the process of mak-
ing decisions, we were critical about our
past. We would assign blame, and there was
punishment associated with that. It created
more risk aversion. People were less likely
to offer solutions or come forward with
bold ideas because the punishment for fail-
ure was severe. We asked, “What if we had
a culture where a person could admit that

things weren't going well and be thanked for
acknowledging it, so that there was the op-
portunity to learn and correct our course
before things got really serious?”

We also wanted to create an ownership
culture. This is where our small size really
works for us. People are able to be 10 times
more valuable here than they might be in
a larger company. You can really move the
needle here. To help create an ownership
culture, we try to put stock in the hands
of all employees and tell them, “Treat the
company like you own it, not like you just
work here.”

We also put a tremendous amount offocus
on the patients who benefit from our prod-
ucts, which helps satisfy their physicians. We
serve many constituencies—our investors,
our customers, and our employees—but we
feel that if we always do good things for pa-
tients, then we will align in such a way that
it will all work. We can create a great place to
work because when we satisfy patients, the
financial results follow.

Reindl: T would like to add that the culture
here is influenced by what the CEO brings to
the table. Mike is a high-relationship person
who treats others with respect, listens, and
is not arrogant about power. People imitate
what they see.

ul Talk a hit more abhout what you
mean hy having a learning culture.
How does that play out?

Mussallem: I feel that the greatest opportu-
nities for us relate directly to our ability to
learn. The world is moving very fast, espe-
cially the world of medicine. To keep do-
ing what worked in the past is potentially a
formula for disaster for us. So our ability to
recognize new patterns and adapt quickly,
to take advantage of situations as they occur,
and to respond to them better than others
becomes more important all the time. Our
ability to learn fast, implement, and execute
directly correlates to our long-term success.

Reindl: We also make a conscious effort to
learn from the young talent that we bring
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in. They know something that we don’t, and
they bring something different to the table.
So, we recruit them in a big way. We focus
on engineering talent because we feel this is
where we need innovation and fresh ideas.
We go to the top engineering schools to in-
terview people. We then invite 50 recent
graduates for a weekend at our company.
From that group, we select a half dozen for
our technical development program, in
which they rotate through all the engineer-
ing units in the company—quality engineer-
ing, manufacturing engineering, and so on.
They take part in product development proj-
ects and may even have a marketing role. At
the end of 18 months, they get a job some
place in that prior rotation.

Mussallem: That program is the extension of
a fundamental belief that if we want to be
innovative, we need to study what makes a
company innovative. Where does innovation
come from? We found that it is the beginner’s
mindset that turns out to be very important.
Being steeped in experience isn't necessar-
ily the natural formula for success when you
are talking about innovation. The beginner’s
mindset looks at problems for the first time
in a new way and can produce some of the
most interesting ideas. We felt that if we
were really going to have a learning culture,
we needed to create an environment for re-
ally new and fresh minds. That’s not just age-
related. It includes people with different
backgrounds and skill sets.

u- Sustaining an innovative culture
is pretty challenging. What do you do
to foster that?

Mussallem: We try to recognize and celebrate
innovation when it happens to signal that it
is truly valued here. And we do not punish
for trying and failing. There is reward and
recognition for reaching high. Earlier, we
talked about not having a blaming culture.
This is an important component of an inno-
vative culture.

And that is a test for us. You can imagine
that if someone comes in with bad news,
the way we react sends tremendous signals.
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Sometimes you really have to bite your
tongue and say, “Thanks for helping us learn
from that failure.” But that is the real deal. If
you can stand up to that test day after day
and continue to encourage yourself to take
the chances—to make the investments, to
step forward—that sends signals through the
organization. If we behave that way, there
is a good chance we can drive innovation
through our culture.

Ql During this interview, the two
of you have often completed each
other's thoughts. Mike, how would
you characterize your working rela-
tionship with Rob?

Mussallem: It’s probably apparent from this
discussion that I get focused on strategy and
on the business. But bringing that to life is
something I don’t necessarily have the skills
to do. So, I have a partner in Rob. His office is
right next to mine, and I probably drive him
crazy. He has a great training and develop-
ment background and the ability to apply the
tools of his profession to business issues.

Here at Edwards Lifesciences, we are seri-
ous about our people. Every company says
that, but doing it makes the difference. Our
company is small enough that we can en-
gage personally with our leaders about our
issues. Rob and his team are great partners
in driving that.

Reindl: Thanks, I appreciate that you said
that. When Mike asked me to be head of HR,
I was the global head of training and devel-
opment for Baxter. I was not steeped in com-
pensation or benefits, and I asked Mike if he
was sure he wanted me for the job. He said,
“You can hire the best people for that. I want
someone with a development mindset as the
head of HR.” That tells you a lot about where
his head is when it comes to people. T+D

Michael Mussallem and Rob Reindl were inter-
viewed by Tony Bingham, president and CEO
of ASTD, and Pat Galagan, executive editor of
ASTD; pgalagan@astd.org.
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