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Kingsley Gate Partners, San Francisco:

As some of the leading Life Sciences CEO’s 

and senior executives made their way to 

the annual Kingsley Gate dinner event 

under stormy skies, no one suspected the 

conversation that evening would be so 

closely aligned with the weather. Over 20 

global leaders came together for Kingsley 

Gate’s traditional JP Morgan kick-off dinner 

to meet, socialize, and discuss the future of 

their respective sectors as a Life Sciences 

senior leadership group. Some of the 

markets represented by the participants 

included medical technology, biosciences, 

pharma, and healthcare delivery. The topic 

for the evening: “What trends and changes 

in the Life Sciences and Healthcare sectors 

will demand new skills from the next 

generation of leaders? What will those 

skills be, and how will you ensure your 

organization is ready and positioned to 

succeed?”

While the initial question could 

have led to any number of 

important subjects, the 

conversation quickly went to

– and stayed with – only one: The 

challenges and opportunities tied 

to the rise of millennials in the 

workplace.

It’s no secret there’s a large, and 

on-going, debate today regarding 

millennials and the advantages and 

disadvantages they bring to 

organizations. The positives are 

generally centered around their 

adaptation of, and familiarity with, 

new technologies that will 

undoubtedly play an increasingly 

important role in how businesses 

evolve. The issues are often cited 

as a broader range of challenges 

for senior leadership that involve 

soft skill differences from prior 

generations. These include a sense 

of entitlement, a lack of patience, 

desire for instant gratification, and 

a decrease in relationship skills 

resulting from long-term utilization 

of technology.

Millennials are now the largest 

working generation in America. 

Over the past decade, the influence 

of technology across all sectors, 

including Life Sciences, has grown 

rapidly. This begs the combined 

question – how are Life Sciences 

companies hiring people who have 

grown up with the advances in 

technology, and what are these 

organizations doing to successfully 

integrate and develop these 

individuals in order to prepare them 

for leadership roles? These are not 

easy questions to answer given the 

behavioral differences in 

communication and expectations 

that millennials often demonstrate 

post-hire.

The challenges and
opportunities tied
to the rise of millennials
in the workplace



A 2016 Digital Workplace 

Communication Survey found that 

while communication is a top 

concern for most businesses, they 

aren’t as effective in this area as 

they’d like to be. Through the eyes 

of many senior executives, 

millennials embarking on their 

professional careers have the 

ability to positively influence this 

and drive meaningful change. The 

questions, though, relate to 

whether or not they can develop 

the communication, social, critical 

thinking, and long-term 

management skills that are needed 

to ensure success over time.

Don Bobo, Corporate 

VP of Strategy & 

Corporate 

Development and 

Transcatheter Mitral 

Therapies at Edwards 

Lifesciences, noted that in 

the context of attracting and 

retaining millennial talent, 

“they often are over-invested in 

achieving and under-invested in 

other critical facets of 

development, including many of 

the softer skills like listening, 

self-awareness, humility, patience, 

and others.” Bobo went on to say, 

“when these employees join an 

enterprise, we have to recognize 

that they come with "some 

assembly required" and that our 

talent development efforts must be 

broader than technical and 

management training.”

Pat Mackin, CEO of 

CryoLife, agreed and 

added that from a 

development 

standpoint, “Part of the 

problem is that they’re 

over-confident. How do you get to 

the right decision without 

developing the experience? You 

have to develop deep roots, and 

you get those by spending time as 

a product manager, then you go 

into supply chain, then you go into 

Quality, then into Clinical, and by 

then – you’ve got some roots. But, 

they don’t want to hear that.”

Jim Cunniff, 

President and 

CEO of Leiter’s 

Compounding, 

added, “I think 

there is a greater 

convergence of 

technology on the IT side than 

there ever has been, and I don’t 

think that is a shock to anyone at 

this table. The good news is, the 

millennials who are coming into this 

industry - that is their strong suit.” 

Through this, he explained that 

millennials prove to be an asset 

owing to the vast complexity gap 

between the technology that was 

relevant ten years ago compared 

to the technology that is relevant 

today. As a result, people who can 

utilize this technology well can be 

very useful in the business world. 

Cunniff also said that, “the key is to 

allow confident, capable, talented 

people to actually flex their skills. 

There are more people joining 

companies in their early and late 

20s who have grown up with 

computers, have grown up with 

technology, who embrace it and its 

applications. For players who have 

been in the market for a very long 

time, part of the opportunity is to 

help millennials lead the way as to 

how technology, IT in particular, 

can be an enabler to the 

business.”

Guy Bryant, CEO 

for Medicine on 

Time, said, “We 

have to be able to 

create a vision because it is 

happening so fast. If you don’t have 

a technology business, you still 

have to use technology to 

integrate your business. It’s not 

new leadership skills that we have 

to develop – we have to take our 

current leadership skills to a new 

level to capitalize on these 

technology advances and to attract 

millennials.”

Dr. Matthew Patterson, 

President of 

Welbehealth, said,

“I have trained a 

group of relatively 

low attention span 

individuals to be able to assimilate 

a lot of information and state, with 

confidence, a decent direction and 

then go forward. But then when 

you ask them to dig, or justify or 

rationalize where it is coming from, 

the details can be lacking. That can 

get quite dangerous.” With this, he 

emphasized that millennials may 

have lower attention span and a 

comparatively reduced ability to be 

particular about details when asked 

to justify or rationalize certain 

information.

He further elaborated, “In a world 

of uncertainty, I just want people 

with great soft skills who can think 

on their feet and handle a room or 

situation. But really, what I am 

going to need are people who can 

get in the weeds, and go pretty 

deep, and really get into the details 



of what is going on. To have them 

be able to predict - a little bit 

ahead of what others might be able 

to do - with sound facts, what is 

going to happen next.” This 

brought into question whether 

millennials have the ability to 

match up to their more seasoned 

counterparts in terms of 

quick-thinking, the discipline to go 

deep, and the ability to handle 

rooms and situations with strong 

communication skills.

As the conversation 

moved on to 

sustainability and 

commitment, John 

Gerace, the President 

and Co-founder of Calabri 

Biosciences, stated, “We are at a 

stage where when an employee 

leaves a company, they leave with 

hard drives and with their whole 

email history… which could go to a 

competitor. Those are employee 

and employer trade secrets. So, I 

think an issue going forward will be 

how transparent we are with some 

of our trade secrets.” Clearly, the 

migration of employees from one 

company to another, especially 

given how quickly some millennials 

are prone to change employers, 

could significantly increase 

competition by exposing or 

transferring confidential 

information.

Maria Sainz,

President and CEO, 

Cardiokinetix, steered 

the discussion to the 

frequency with which many 

millennials leave companies to 

pursue other opportunities. She 

said, “I think they come in, they like 

it, it works for them, and then the 

moment it doesn’t – they walk. We 

have to think about how we invest 

with them,” emphasizing the need 

for best practices and new 

strategies designed to retain 

millennial employees. Dr. Patterson 

added, “It argues to the point that 

every company probably needs to 

have an apprenticeship model for 

how they do business if we are 

going to solve for that.”

There are many questions centered 

on how to build effective retention 

programs and how much to invest 

given the short-term expectations 

and apparent willingness to leave 

one company for another. This 

brought to light the question - 

what is the cause or motivation for 

the decrease in employment 

longevity across millennials?

Beyond the documented factors 

related to entitlement, instant 

gratification, and the weakening

of long-term relationship 

development caused by 

technology addiction,

Dean Schauer, 

President and CEO, 

Confluent Medical 

Technologies, talked 

about how people no 

longer want to sit at a 

station and make products. 

Speaking from the perspective of a 

med-tech manufacturing and 

technology company, he said, “At 

Amazon, there is a warehouse, so 

when you place an order it shows 

up the next day. There isn’t a focus 

on making this stuff. We see this 

manifest itself on the design side. It 

is challenging to find people who 

want to make these products. 

People take for granted that they 

can find it somewhere. We spend 

our time working very hard trying 

to develop programs for these 

areas because all the great ideas 

are only as good as the person 

making them. We work hard to 

identify folks who want to embrace 

a role like that and be recognized 

for it. We need to develop the 

manufacturing base and highlight 

what the potential could be.”

The conversation then turned to 

how the divide between having 

information and processing it 

needs to be bridged. Daniel 

Lemaitre, Former President and 

CEO of Direct Flow Medical, stated 

that while millennials have the tools 

to access and retrieve information, 

they don’t always know how to 

process it efficiently and 

effectively. He elaborated,

“One of the most frustrating things

that I have experienced is how to 

identify people who can think, 

connect the dots, and say, ‘If I 

know this and I know this, then 

this,’ but that is almost impossible 

to gauge during an interview.”

This line of questioning was

further expanded by 

Carolyn Simons,

a Kingsley Gate 

Partner. She went 

on to ask, “Given 

the cost of hiring new 

employees and the detriment to 

morale when you make a bad hire, 

are you finding value in 

assessments that are designed to 

ensure a better long-term fit for 

your business?”

Speaking in favor of the value

of assessments, Cunniff said,

“What is neat about it is that the 



individual and the manager can

use the tool for other development 

opportunities. Take for example, an 

employee who was in a traditional 

operations track, and segue them 

into marketing because they had a 

proficiency, talent and ambition in 

that area. I think by doing that, you 

are exposing them to other parts of 

the business, and they are 

developed and challenged as a 

result. Someone took a chance on 

us, everyone around this table, and 

that experience has gotten us to 

where we are today. That 

experience made all the difference 

for us.”

Buster Houchins, 

co-CEO at Kingsley 

Gate asked, “When 

we look at the talent 

pool today, are we 

seeing a smaller 

percentage of people who can be 

developed to become the next 

generation of leaders?”

Don Bobo, the Corporate VP

for Strategy and Corporate 

Development and Transcatheter 

Mitral Therapies at Edwards 

Lifesciences, said that he believes a 

wide pool of talent still exists that 

includes young people with the 

desire to succeed and the ability to 

fit in with the company culture. 

“For Edwards, it’s a matter of 

finding the schools and 

environments where that talent and 

ability can be found.” Schauer 

added, “I would say there is enough 

to go around. We have folks in the 

25-35 range wondering how they 

can become the CEO someday.”

Lemaitre shared,

“I have done a 

bunch of cattle 

roundups in 

Montana, the place

I go to has an extraordinary 

amount of wranglers. So, I asked 

the guy, ‘How did you find these 

people?’ because they were from 

all over the country”. He said, ‘I do 

it all over the phone and I only ask 

three questions. I only hire 

Midwestern kids, I hire middle 

children because they have to get 

along better with others, and I look 

for the musicians’. “So I asked him, 

‘Why musicians?’ He said,  ‘because 

they have to practice in order to be 

in the show. Most people want to 

be up on the stage without 

practice. If you get a kid who is a 

musician and has had to practice, 

they are going to work the stalls 

and do anything else I ask them to 

do because they know someday, in 

When these employees join an enterprise,

we have to recognize that they come with

"some assembly required" and that our

talent development efforts must be broader

than technical and management training.

Don Bobo,
Corporate VP of Strategy & Corporate
Development and Transcatheter
Mitral Therapies at Edwards Lifesciences



order to be the lead wrangler, they 

have to practice. I think it makes

a difference.’”

On the benefits of hiring millennials, 

Gerace said the benefit he has 

experienced from hiring millennials 

has been the level of efficiency 

they have brought to the table. He 

commented that, “what millennials 

lack, in terms of long commitments 

and fervor, they make up for in the 

diversity of thought.”

Conversely, a challenge in 

managing millennials that was 

raised by Sainz was their 

propensity to want to handle 

everything on their own instead of 

participating in or leading a team 

effort. As a solution, Schauer 

suggested, “I have them present 

their ideas to the entire team. If it is 

accepted by the majority, then it 

can be regarded as a solution and a 

valuable lesson.”

Geoff Hall, a Partner 

with Kingsley Gate 

Partners then raised 

the question,

“We were raised, and 

professionally developed,

in a time when technology wasn’t 

the great divider. How do we now 

find the next generation of leaders 

who possess the empathy to know 

how to respect the views of others 

in the company, how to influence, 

how to participate effectively in 

teams, and how to develop, 

engage, and successfully execute 

against longer-term objectives?”

Highlighting the importance of 

empathy, Dr. Patterson responded, 

“I love the discussion on empathy, 

because empathy is at the heart of 

influence. I don’t mean to say that 

in a manipulative way at all. I mean 

it in a very heartfelt way. That is to 

say, how do you share a vision or 

mission, or influence others to 

follow your journey and to be 

engaged and own what we are all 

doing? Empathy is at the heart of 

that. If you can’t understand 

somebody’s perspective or imagine 

what it is like to live in the world 

through their eyes, then you will 

not be able to do that.”

In follow up, Tom Koch, 

a Senior Partner with 

Kingsley Gate Partners, 

spoke briefly about the 

advancement of technology 

in the workplace and management 

structure in the era of millennials. 

“This fast-paced environment 

means that millennials will find 

failure quickly, but this should help 

them to overcome and move on to 

new challenges as well. Employing 

the strengths of a diversified team 

as opposed to a top-down style of 

management, especially in a 

technology-driven environment, is 

far more efficient for the firm and 

its employees.” In conclusion, Koch 

argued that the best path is to find 

a way to embrace new talent and 

new skills to drive diversity and 

positive change.

As the evening and the 

conversation came to a close, a few 

things became clear: Despite the 

range of issues and opportunities 

represented by this rising 

workforce, they are here to stay. 

Furthermore, it will be incumbent 

upon today’s leaders to design 

organizational strategies and to 

find solutions that not only 

incorporate the skills and talents of 

this generation but that also 

develop them into the next 

generation of leaders. While there 

may not be many easy answers or 

quick fixes, leadership teams will 

have to guide their organizations to 

solutions that benefit patients and 

drive growth through the 

successful integration of this new 

demographic.

Millennials, if mentored 

successfully, have the ability to 

revolutionize organizations and

the way we do business. The 

leaders and organizations who 

succeed in this endeavor will have 

a tremendous opportunity to 

reshape the way services, 

technology, and care are delivered 

around the world... and that should 

be worth all the effort and hard 

work it will take to accomplish.
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