A New
Competitive
Weapon
As Zimmer Biomet
evolves, CIO
Zeeshan Tariq is
making IT a strategic
partner to power the
right results.
BY JOE MULLICH
PORTRAITS BY HAROLD MILLER
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hen Zeeshan Tariq
arrived at Zimmer Biomet,
massive transformation
was in the air.
It was July 2016, barely a year after Zimmer
Inc., a 90-year-old medical device manufacturer, acquired Biomet Inc. in an approximately
$14 billion deal. Suddenly a new company had arrived on the Fortune 500 list, with
18,000 employees spread across 25 countries.
Zimmer Biomet, based in Warsaw, Indiana,
makes orthopedic implants, dental prostheses
and other medical products for use by health
care professionals in more than 100 countries.
Sales were $7.9 billion in 2018.
When Mr. Tariq was brought on as CIO,
his primary charge was to help Zimmer
Biomet leverage new digital technologies
in the emerging connected care space (telehealth and remote patient monitoring, for
example). But before he could look to the
future, urgent integration needs had to be
addressed. Mr. Tariq would need to immediately shore up the company’s IT infrastructure and tackle the much more difficult task
of fundamentally altering how executives
and employees perceived the role and value of IT at the company. He envisioned a
transformation of the departmental culture

“Management is about business skills
while leadership is about people. Most
people don’t care how much you know, but
they know how much you care.”
—Zeeshan Tariq, CIO, Zimmer Biomet
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occurring in tandem with Zimmer Biomet’s
overall transformation.
But just as he had started pursuing his
strategy, the ground shifted yet again. In
December 2017, a new CEO took the helm.
Bryan C. Hanson was charged with addressing quality control and supply chain problems, which had frustrated some investors.
But Mr. Hanson was not the only new face.
Some 70% of the company’s current executive team has come aboard since his arrival.
Where other C-level executives might fear
that this change would stymie their goals,
Mr. Tariq saw an opportunity to make new
connections and push his vision more deeply
into the company.
Mr. Tariq, who previously worked at
Medtronic for 17 years, spoke to IQ about his
leadership approach and how he is building a
new culture at a global company amid a time
of tremendous transformation.
IQ: What was your original mandate when
you joined the company?
Zeeshan Tariq: To help Zimmer Biomet become a transformational company vis-a-vis new
digital capabilities and related market offerings.
But when I did my initial analysis, it became
abundantly clear that we needed to first ensure
we had a solid technology foundation. What I
found at Biomet was an under-investment in IT
capabilities. You can’t build anything on shifting
sand. So integrating and strengthening foundational capabilities to ensure the business is
run efficiently and effectively is predominantly
where the energy has gone.

Summer 2019
SUMMER 2019
COPYRIGHT © INSIGNIAM HOLDING LLC. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. CONFIDENTIAL
AND PROPRIETARY. MAY NOT BE REPRODUCED IN ANY FORM, BY ELECTRONIC OR PRINT
OR ANY OTHER MEANS, WITHOUT THE EXPRESS WRITTEN PERMISSION OF INSIGNIAM. VISIT WWW.INSIGNIAM.COM FOR CONTACTS.

“Everything
starts with
clarity of
purpose. One
of my favorite
quotes is, ‘He
whose life
has a why can
bear almost
any how.’
Our ultimate
responsibility
as leaders is
to set the right
targets.”
—Zeeshan Tariq

IQ: How was your role affected when your
new CEO arrived with a change agenda?
ZT: Bryan is a very progressive, incredibly
smart leader. He fully understands and appreciates the potential of technology to create
differentiation and outright market disruption. He added IT to the executive team, so
I have a seat at that table. By virtue of being
there when important decisions are being conceptualized and made, you can have a technology footprint and thought process embedded
into the decisions.
Traditionally, IT used to be a place where
people would show up with a need. And you

would just go back, build what they wanted
and then bring it back to them.
Now, every single leader with P&L responsibilities has an IT member on their staff. IT
has become more of a strategic trusted partner and consultant. For example, because
we have a partnership with the leader of the
supply chain, we’ve been able to develop a
step-by-step road map for reinventing the
company’s supply chain. We started by first
simplifying the processes and then implementing the technology, rather than the other
way around. Without this relationship, people
often assume technology is a silver bullet to
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Brand Practice
When Zeeshan Tariq joined Zimmer Biomet as
CIO, he saw that the IT department was held in
low esteem. So one of his goals from the start
was to build a new brand for IT, a subculture
within the company’s overall organizational
culture. He crystallized IT’s mission into a statement he repeats often: “to be a trusted partner
and thought leader enabling Zimmer Biomet’s
strategy by helping the organization become
more efficient, effective and competitive.”
Mr. Tariq, however, knew words meant
little—what really counts are measurable results.
So he sat down with the board of directors and
came up with eight key performance indicators
(KPIs) he wanted IT to be judged on. During his
tenure, the results have been impressive: System
outages dropped by 80%, downtimes fell 92%
and project delivery success rates doubled.
“Nothing is subjective in our KPIs. It’s all
black and white,” he says. “I watch them very,
very closely, and we publicize them not only to
IT teams but to the broader organization on a
regular basis.”
Doing that, he says, is a key part of creating a
strong internal brand.

fix problems, whereas process-related items
usually need to be addressed first. We avoid
those assumptions because we are plugged in.
There are no surprises.
IQ: How do you rally teams around a strategic vision and drive engagement?
ZT: I firmly believe that management is about
business skills while leadership is about people. Most people don’t care how much you
know, but they know how much you care.
People have an intuitive sense about this, so
you can’t fake your way around it.
Everything starts with clarity of purpose.
One of my favorite quotes is, “He whose life
has a why can bear almost any how.” Our ultimate responsibility as leaders is to set the
right targets. We spend a tremendous amount
of time and energy in defining the why. Why
should anyone care? Why should everyone
want to be on the team? I believe people are
intrinsically motivated to win. I’ve never met
anyone who liked to lose. We spend time
in partnership with every team member to
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make sure they understand how they contribute directly to the company’s mission. We
spend time in each region through various
meetings and town halls. Then the challenge
becomes aligning that motivation to organizational needs. It comes down to the details
of making sure everyone is positioned for success and that we’re asking them to do something that’s feasible.
IQ: How exactly do you instill a culture of
purpose in your teams?
ZT: Zimmer Biomet operates under three
pillars, and those definitely help build the
culture. Our first pillar is being the best and
preferred place to work. I often tell my teams
that we spend more time in our life doing
work than anything else. It makes sense to
do everything in our capacity to create an
environment that people want to be part of
or can thrive in.
The second pillar is about being a “trusted partner” to all of our stakeholders. It’s just
two words, but there’s lots, lots, lots in there.
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“Our modus operandi is that behind
closed doors, titles make no difference.
We’re all equal, and the only rule is that
once we leave the room everyone is on
the same page.”
—Zeeshan Tariq

Because trust is something that is earned. It
takes a lot of time to build trust and not much
time to lose it. So the explicit focus on being a
trusted partner creates a certain culture.
The third pillar is achieving top-quartile
performance. I believe that if you take care
of the first two pillars, the performance part
takes care of itself.
IQ: What’s the best thing you’ve done to
make IT a preferred place to work?
ZT: I have a quote here at my desk so I can
see it every day: “After the game, the king
and the pawn go in the same box.” It’s never, ever about you. It’s about the people.
It’s easy to have communication flow one
way—top-down. So we created a “voice of
IT team,” a very simple mechanism where
people could submit their ideas or questions
directly to anyone, including me. And my
commitment to the entire organization was
that I will directly reply to any submitted
question or suggestion. A lot of great ideas
have come from this process.

IQ: How would you describe your leadership style?
ZT: Well, that’s probably better suited for my
team to answer than me. But I’d say I operate from a set of principles designed to create
the right mindset, the right culture and the
right environment for people to thrive. But I
don’t believe there’s one best leadership style.
I believe in situational leadership. For instance,
when I joined Zimmer Biomet, my style was a
bit more directive. I was certainly open to suggestions and participation, but mostly it was me
directing and dictating what should be done.
Now that we’ve been on this change journey for two and a half years, my style is a lot
more collaborative. Our modus operandi is
that behind closed doors, titles make no difference. We’re all equal, and the only rule is
that once we leave the room everyone is on
the same page. So we speak candidly and we
challenge each other, and through these exchanges we are able to have better outcomes.
IQ: Has the arrival of so many new leaders
at Zimmer Biomet made your job easier or
harder?
ZT: The positive momentum we already had
gave us a lot of credibility with the leaders
that are coming in. I don’t have to sell them
on the concept of digital technology having
big disruptive potential in our space. They get
that. Our CEO speaks openly about us being a
solutions company rather than just a medical
device company. But at the same time, the bar
for IT, which was very, very low before, is now
set very high. We don’t mind the pressure,
though—my teams want to do great things.
We have a tremendous advantage because our
mission is to alleviate pain and improve the
quality of life for people around the world.
That gives us a unique motivational power.
If that doesn’t move you, then you’ve got to
check your pulse, because something’s wrong
with you. IQ
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