Healthcare Leaders of New York

Many thanks for this splendid honor.  I am particularly moved because I have a relationship with Glen Island.  You see in the summer of 1965; I worked on construction at this place.  My job was a paint scraper.  Every day I would come to work. Get on a latter and scrape old paint off the casino.  It was hot, and I would be drenched in sweat; my hair matted, and my clothing covered with paint chips.  I remember during breaks watching boats on the Long Island Sound, the decks filled with kids my age appearing to have the time of their life…and I was thinking what was wrong with me.  The answer was nothing.  
I got a lot out of that experience and many others including being a paper boy, dishwasher, stocking shelves at A&P, and sweeping floors in a butcher shop. All the working people I encountered taught me deep respect for those who do their jobs well.  Nothing is too menial. You can learn from everyone.  
So maybe that should be the first idea.  Be curious and become a learning machine.  Part of this concept is to read widely.  Being a reader gives you a step up on others.  When someone talks about their experience, I think N=1.  Reading broadens your understanding and teaches you so much about leadership and people and ultimately provides a powerful intellectual asset that gives you a significant competitive advantage.
Another important lesson from my early days - don’t assume everyone thinks like you.  Big mistake!  What you want for yourself is not necessarily what others need or want.  This is especially true in dealing with human relation issues.  You believe you have a perfect solution for a particular individual.  It is a new opportunity, and you cannot understand why the offering isn’t received by over the moon gratitude.  The answer is …she doesn’t think like you. And  BTW… YOU just failed the emotional intelligence test. Great leaders read people well and can intuit their needs and desires.  It is probably innate, but the capability needs to be refined. EQ trumps IQ in career advancement and predicting success both in leadership and management.
Besides being a reader, of both books and people, another underappreciated attribute that effective leaders possess is that many of them are excellent teachers.  Eisenhower significantly facilitated his military career by being a superb football coach.  Yes, a football coach!  He went from post to post and everyone wanted him because his teams won.  Winning football coaches are gifted teachers.  Great leaders tend to be gifted teachers; gifted teachers may or may not be good leaders.
Another undervalued trait in leaders is their sense of humor. John Kennedy and Bill Clinton had wonderful senses of humor. Incidentally, they were also voracious readers and quite studious.
The best leaders are outstanding communicators. They are clear and concise, broadcasting truth and values enabling the establishment of organizational culture.  Remember good writing is a sign of clear thinking.
Leaders must have humility.  Humility and self-confidence go hand in hand. You need to have enough confidence to always be willing to learn.  
Courage and the desire to take risk are important traits and quite intertwined.  Successful leaders are not timid.  They are not afraid of losing or getting fired, rather they are willing to bet the ranch and win big.  There is a Chinese proverb that many a false step was made by standing still.  
Leaders operate in the ether of ambiguity, and they are comfortable making big decisions without antecedent clarity.  Most often any decision is better than no decision.
If you persist as a leader, you will undoubtedly encounter crises…everyone does.  Many times, a crisis defines a leader’s tenure and legacy. Blowing it is usually lethal – just look at the recent rash of terminations of University Presidents.
When you have seen one crisis you have seen one.  They reveal the best and expose the worst.  Expect everything to fail.  Think long term.  Be visible and communicate.  Everyone is nervous, frightened, exhausted and at times panicked. You may have to manage other managers.  They are all observing you.  Be calm but resolute.  Remember everything can look like a failure when you are in the middle of a crisis. Be positive, accept short term pain for long term gain.  Make lemonade.  
Effective leaders address challenging situations promptly.  I adopted the Mark Twain phrase – “Eat the Frog” to characterize how one should manage difficult issues that land at your feet.  Discipline swiftly.  Accept responsibility.  Explain your rationale and move on.
Great leaders anticipate. There is less glory in preventing an untoward problem than being a hero and solving what should never have occurred in the first place.  Evaluate near misses and continuously learn from failures. Make mistakes teachable moments.
A few other thoughts. Sustained success requires persistent value creation.  Be proactive not reactive.  Don’t be afraid of competition – it makes you better.  The more successful you are, the more ferocious the competition.  Dogs don’t urinate on moving cars.
Why do leaders fail? There are many reasons I will provide a few: They are risk averse, timid, incremental, indecisive, out of touch, insecure, inauthentic, hail, fellow well met and afraid to admit they don’t know the answer - to name a few negative qualities. You can see these issues a mile away.  
The question to ask is how these individuals got there in the first place. Search processes and committees facilitate the advancement of affable and well-connect, the careerists, and tend to disadvantage those with real aptitude who may appear as severe or too straightforward. Those making the choice tend to overemphasize appearance and schooling (remember Winston Churchill never went to a university) rather than spotlight real world achievements, emotional intelligence, guts and whose careers the applicants have accelerated.
Searches need to discover which candidates possess the right combination of courage, confidence, decisiveness, tenacity, resilience, hard work, authenticity and enthusiasm to enable success.
Appreciate that mediocrity is always invisible until passion shows up and crushes it.
My journey from paint scraper to dean/CEO - the son of a mother who was an illegal immigrant and a father from the coal mines of Appalachia – you would argue…a very unvarnished background - to being honored by this wonderful society is a tribute to the prospects in medicine and to this great but not perfect country.  It illustrates the glorious opportunities in healthcare for everyone no matter where they start. Remember passionate people change the world – go for it.  Thank you!  



