
It’s been a long day; in a long month, in one of the toughest 
years in recent memory. The CEO just finished reviewing 
the last quarter’s results and while they were satisfactory, 
there is a tremendous pressure to improve upon those 
results. Patient care measures need to improve, bottom 
line performance isn’t where it needs to be, and you were 
just told that over the next two quarters your toughest 
regional competitor is going to be expanding and hiring. 
So now, on top of it all you have to worry about retaining 
your best people.

As the Chief Human Resources Officer of this regional 
healthcare system, you are struggling to find innovative 
ways to address what seems like a paradoxical challenge: 

• providing high quality and affordable care 

• simultaneously improving patient satisfaction and im-
plementing operational efficiencies and cost controls. 

At times it feels like an impossible set of objectives. That 
pretty much sums up the issues faced by many Human 
Resource executives today. Add to that the marketplace 
reality of an aging workforce in the healthcare industry 
that threatens a very real shortage of talent to fill key roles 
and the job isn’t getting any easier.

It’s hardly a revelation to point out that today’s healthcare 
industry faces dramatic change, but when you consider:

• Healthcare reform 

• Increased regulation ( Joint Commission standards, 
accreditation reviews)

• Retaining talent with a shrinking pool of incoming 
talent (Physicians, pharmacists, (RN’s, radiology tech’s, 
and even hospital administration.)

• Increase in standards for quality care and patient 
satisfaction metrics

• More consumer choices for healthcare 

• Complexity of Medicare reimbursements on the rise 

It becomes clear that U.S. healthcare organizations face 
a number of serious matters and sometimes competing 
priorities. And of course, all are essential to the success of 
the organization.

With those kinds of challenges to address, there simply 
is not a silver bullet solution. Yet there is one variable, 
very much in your control, which has a measurable and 
powerful impact in addressing all of them. That variable 
is the effectiveness of your leaders. Now more than ever, 
it is vital that health care organizations develop leaders 
who perform at a high level (read: not just good, but great) 
who are able to carry out these missions and inspire those 
around them to do the same.

In this paper, we will highlight how leaders in healthcare 
organizations can be developed with an eye on producing 
positive outcomes to the above mentioned organizational 
issues. Broadly, we have studied tens of thousands of leaders 
to determine what characteristics best differentiate extraor-
dinary leaders from their average and poor counterparts. 
We analyzed a detailed subset of those leaders that came 
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from the healthcare industry to discover the key differences 
that make leading the healthcare organization unique. 
With those datasets there are a handful of conclusions that 
will help any healthcare organization address these chal-
lenges with leaders who are prepared to make a difference.

FIRST, A BROAD LOOK. 

In healthcare, it’s no secret that the implementation of 
evidence based medicine is a crucial practice. In the same 
spirit, evidence based leadership development is needed 
to ensure that the development of leaders is grounded in 
real data and not just opinion or the popular ideas of the 
time. When we look at the key leadership competencies 
that separate excellent from average leaders, there is an 
empirically defined set of competencies highlighting 
what makes a great leader. Based on our research involv-
ing well over 25,000 leaders, we have concluded that 
the extraordinary leaders are not characterized by the 
absence of any weaknesses but rather, by the presence of 
a handful of profound strengths. That is, all leaders have 
some weaknesses (after all, they are human) yet the best 
leaders have a few areas of expertise that reach the 90th 
percentile (our criteria for extraordinary performance) 
in terms of their effectiveness The good news for mere 
mortals who are responsible for leading teams, divisions, 
or entire organizations is that developing 3-5 profound 
leadership strengths has an enormous impact on orga-
nizational performance. Those that make the greatest 

difference for leaders are illustrated in the Extraordinary 
Leader Model below. 

Understanding what leadership competencies make the 
greatest difference is more than just a useful exercise—it’s 
essential to understanding how the best leaders make the 
greatest impact. Even more essential is having a clear picture 
of the impact these competencies have on organizational 
outcomes. In our work, we have not only measured leader-
ship competencies but have taken it a step further to measure 
the impact that leadership effectiveness has on organizations. 
From turnover, profitability, customer satisfaction, employee 
engagement, and even likelihood of avoiding unionization, 
we have measured the impact that leaders have in driving 
better results in all of these areas. The trends are clear—better 
leaders equal better results. Taking it a step further, extraor-
dinary leaders drive extraordinary results.

One of the measures we have aggregated in the healthcare 
industry is the frequently discussed measure of employee 
engagement. Recognizing that engaged employees and 
teams are considerably more productive, have more posi-
tive interactions with patients, and are more committed to 
doing whatever it takes to get the job done well, we know 
engagement has a strong influence on the success of the 
organization in almost every area. The graph below shows 
the impact that leaders in healthcare organizations have on 
the engagement levels of the people they lead. 
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1. Compare and contrast 
the top 10% of healthcare 
leaders versus top 
leaders of other sector 
in our global database.

2. Compare and contrast 
the top 10% of healthcare 
leaders versus the 
bottom 10% of healthcare 
leaders. 

3. Analyze data on what 
is most requested by 
subordinates, “If my 
leader did this it would 
have  the  greatest 
impact” (Illustrates what 
is needed in the eyes of 
those being led)

A picture—or graph in this case—is clearly worth 1000 words.

SECOND, A DEEP LOOK.

In order to determine what makes the greatest difference for healthcare leaders as well as what is most important to 
those who they lead we conducted the following analysis which yielded some interesting conclusions.

The juxtaposition of this data allows us to get a glimpse at what leadership strengths are most critical in the unique healthcare 
environment, as well as what allows healthcare leaders to stand out among their peers.
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When we look at the common themes in this data it 
is clear that there are a handful of leadership traits that 
are critical to success in the healthcare arena, and as you 
would expect, some of these traits, regardless of your field 
of choice, are non-negotiable. 

1. Developing Others. The requirements of managed 
care have increased the workload of everyone in the 
healthcare industry, even if only in a peripheral way. 
Because of that, it is easy to understand why the ability 
to develop the skills of others is critical to a leader’s 
success. Improving productivity reduces stress and 
there is no better way to boost productivity than to 
teach someone how to effectively do a job indepen-
dently. That includes improving one’s own abilities and 
is closely tied to self-development, also of significance, 
as well. And of course, the number one skill required 
to do this well is providing feedback and coaching in 
a productive way. 

2. Collaboration and Teamwork. In most organiza-
tions, people work together for common goals. In 
the healthcare organization, people work together 
to save lives—perhaps a common goal of the highest 
order—so it is no wonder that the ability to work 
cross-functionally with others is so powerful and so 
important. I was at a client’s facility last year and was 
amazed at the attention given to the many transition 
points of patients to ensure that there was always a 
consistent staff presence to ensure nothing slipped 
through the cracks. That requires a tremendous 
amount of anticipation of client need and an ability 
to work collaboratively with others to fulfill that need. 
Anyone who has ever been victim to an unwanted 
“blind transfer” in a call center knows what we are 
talking about. That won’t work in healthcare and great 
leaders in this environment know how crucial it is to 
get the patient what they need.

3. Solve Problems and Strategic Perspective. 
While these two are not exactly the same, there are 
some natural linkages between these two abilities and 
both were significant in terms of differentiating the 
best healthcare leaders from their average and poor 
counterparts. In short, this is all about how value is 
created for patients; diagnoses, solutions, and look-
ing ahead to address future issues. Add to this the 
importance of resolving conflicts and constructively 
challenging the status quo as a means to driving that 
value (two specific behaviors that healthcare leaders 
tended to outperform leaders from other sectors,) 
and it is easy to see why this has such an impact. As 

an industry, few can rival healthcare regarding the 
criticality of technical expertise in determining the 
success of leaders. The ability to analyze issues, solve 
problems, and see beyond the horizon is how this 
manifests every day.

4. Display High Integrity and Honesty. In earlier 
studies, we have highlighted that this competency is 
the foundation for extraordinary leadership. While 
necessary, however, in and of itself it is in most cases, 
not sufficient. All of us have known people with a lot 
of character that are not great leaders. In order to be 
a great leader, people must be willing to follow, and 
people won’t follow someone who they don’t trust to 
act in their best interests at least part of the time. I’m 
not talking about lying, cheating, stealing, and other 
unsavory behaviors—while these are clearly breaches 
of integrity and honesty. In the majority of cases, it 
is not this kind of bad behavior that gets in the way 
of a leader. More often than not, it is a failure to do 
little things that erodes peoples view of integrity and 
honesty; saying one thing and doing another or what 
many call “not walking the talk,” not following through 
on commitments, and most of all in healthcare, not 
looking out for the best interests of the patient and the 
team. This is not to say that rational self-interest isn’t 
appropriate and that displaying integrity and honesty 
is entirely about self-sacrifice. Rather, doing what we 
say we will do, and behaving in a way consistent with 
organizational and dare I say, “human” values is what 
makes a powerful difference for those we lead.

5. Inspire and Motivate. If there is a strength among 
all leaders that makes the greatest difference it is the 
ability to inspire and motivate others to high perfor-
mance. In our book The Inspiring Leader, we highlight 
our research proving that this characteristic was the 
single most powerful differentiator of great leaders, 
had the most significant impact on the engagement 
of employees, and not surprisingly, was rated by direct 
reports as the most important competency of their 
leader. There is a message in that data. If you are go-
ing to be an effective, if not extraordinary leader, then 
this is one area that requires your attention. There are 
many ways that leaders inspire and motivate, and a 
thorough discussion of them is beyond the scope of 
this article. Suffice it to say, that in order for leaders 
to increase productivity, drive efficiency, and improve 
the quality of care in their organization, they must 
find a way to inspire those they work with. Doing so 
creates a connection to purpose, increases energy to 
accomplish more, and fosters a culture of achievement. 
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CONCLUSION

The CHRO of a regional hospital system said this best 
in a recent discussion over dinner as we talked about 
succession planning. She lamented about the recent loss 
of an ICU manager. The lament was there not because 
of the specific turnover—that will happen everywhere. 
Rather, it was because the organization knew the retire-
ment/departure was known to be imminent 18 months 
prior. Because there had not been effective leadership 
development or succession planning past the top level, 
the organization will now have to recruit a replacement. 
That will take at least 9 months to a year and will cost 
approximately $100,000 in recruiting and projected 
overtime costs due to lost productivity. Add to that the 
increased organizational and individual stress and strain 
and it becomes even more significant. Multiply scenarios 
like this one over the course of an entire organization 

and the costs of not developing leaders creates spiral of 
negative consequences felt by everyone from the CEO 
to your patients.

Developing leaders is not a panacea—far from it. There 
are many factors that are involved in the success of any 
well run organization, particularly in the healthcare arena. 
Yet the impact that leaders have on all of those factors, 
from patient care, adherence to standards, effective deci-
sion making, engagement and effort put forth by staff, 
and plenty of others. So much so that it should at the 
very least be given appropriate consideration as a key 
priority for the organization. After all, if building more 
effective leaders, which is one of just a few variables you 
have a great deal of control over, can impact all of these 
areas, isn’t it worth a shot? No pun intended. 
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