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Transformed leaders needed if we hope to
succeed in transforming healthcare

By Dr. Charles W. Sorenson

hen it comes to developing the leaders we need in healthcare, we too often get it wrong.

Healthcare leadership training has usually focused on business skills, strategy and, more

recently, innovation. Clearly, all of these are crucial. But if we want to realize positive and lasting
change, we must first focus on developing leaders who exhibit the character and competence that creates
trust and inspires others to engage their best efforts in a difficult but noble cause.

I'm sure we all understand the in-
dustry’s challenges: unsustainable
costs, inconsistent clinical outcomes,
misaligned incentives and conflict-
ing priorities, clinician burnout,
inadequate attention to the social
determinants of health, suboptimal
management of mental health, poor
engagement of patients in their own
care, unaffordable prescription drugs,
inadequate government payments,
and burdensome regulations—to
name but a few.

To address these and other issues,
organizations have engaged in corpo-
rate restructuring, expanding services
and venues of care, mergers and ac-
quisitions, adopting new technologies,
improving revenue cycle and supply
chain operations, and so on. These
types of business approaches to im-
provement have their place and many
of them are essential. But alone, these
kinds of changes are insufficient to get
us where we need to be.

Why do we study great leaders like
Lincoln, Washington, Churchill or
Gandhi so many years after their day?
It usually isn't because of their strate-
gic insights. Sometimes even these
great leaders weren't extraordinary
strategists. We look to them because
of their moral force, courage, charac-
ter, emotional intelligence and ability
to connect with others in authentic
ways thatinspired trust. They created a
compelling vision that reached people
on an intellectual, emotional and even
spiritual, level. They communicated a
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coherent and actionable path to a bet-
ter future. They captured both minds
and hearts.

If that all sounds fuzzy, it shouldn't.
Those are the very things that moti-
vated most of us to enter the world of
healthcare in the first place. Skill com-
bined with compassion define who we
are at our best. Or, in other words, it’s
the combination of character and com-
petence that inspires trust, which is at
the core of great leadership. The good
news is those values-based leadership
skills can be taught, enhanced, and
more fully developed.

But here’s the rub.

Most of us don't feel the need to im-
prove in those areas. Nitin Nohria, dean
of the Harvard Business School, wrote
a fascinating article in the Washington
Post in 2015 in which he made the case
that we're not as virtuous as we think.
There is typically a “gap between how
people believe they would behave and
how they actually behave” that he refers
to as “moral overconfidence.”

On the moral front, we can learn to be

better. And there’s no question we can
all improve our competence in areas
that we recognize are important for us.
That we should do so seems very clear.

More than ever, we need deeply
committed individuals who have the
credibility and skills to work effec-
tively as leaders—and as members—
of high-performing teams, and who
have the character and courage to in-
spire good people to embrace needed
change. An understanding of modern
business thinking and strategy is crit-
ical, but that knowledge must be in-
formed and guided by values-driven,
courageous leaders who can be en-
trusted with the great responsibility of
caring for others at some of their most
vulnerable times in life.

Our purpose at the Intermountain
Healthcare Leadership Institute is to
help develop leaders at the intersection
of clinical and operational leadership
who have both the skills and wisdom
to do the right thing for the people we
serve and for our colleagues who work
so hard to provide care.

All of us in this industry are engaged
in the inspiring work of helping peo-
ple live the healthiest lives possible. As
we work together in developing lead-
ers who are equal to the task, we will
transform healthcare now and for fu-
ture generations. @
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