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The Marriage of Medicine, Leadership and Management

A book by Floyd Loop, M.D., retired Cleveland Clinic CEO, provides plenty of lessons for leaders in health care as well as other fields. 

In the early '60s, Rene Favaloro, a young Argentinean physician, decided he wanted to be a heart surgeon. He had heard of exciting breakthroughs occurring in the United States. So he and his wife bought airline tickets and made the long trip north. He found the spirit of innovation he was looking for at the Cleveland Clinic. 

Favaloro would become the first physician to successfully perform coronary bypass surgery. The growing reputation of Favaloro and his colleagues drew patients to the Cleveland Clinic, securing its position as one of America's premier medical centers. Many years later, when Favaloro decided to return to Argentina, he had a choice to make. Who would replace him? He recommended a chief resident by the name of Floyd Loop. Loop would become one of the most respected heart surgeons in the world. His research on using arteries instead of veins in bypasses propelled a seismic shift in the efficacy of heart surgery.

Despite its accomplishments, by the late '80s the Cleveland Clinic was flirting with danger. The neighborhood around the clinic, already in decay, had continued to deteriorate. The clinic had tried to improve its patient base by opening new campuses in Florida, but these were draining resources from the clinic's main campus in Cleveland. A change in direction was needed. 

By the time the dust settled, Loop, known to his colleagues as Fred, was the CEO of a renowned but struggling enterprise. He was a great surgeon, but could he lead? The next 15 years would answer that question.

A leader faced with creating a turnaround is always confronted with a dilemma: It takes money to fund new value-creating initiatives. And it takes value from creating initiatives to generate money. So there's always a delicate balancing act. Invest here and harvest there. Build big gains on many small gains. Be bold but not brash. Be optimistic but not delusional. Be resolved but not inflexible. Loop kept that balance and began to steer the clinic through turbulent waters.

While Cleveland's politicians dithered about the crisis afflicting their city, Loop got to work. It would have been easy to abandon downtown Cleveland. It wouldn't have been the first time a health care organization had fled to the suburbs. 

But the Cleveland Clinic decided to stay. Rather than be a victim of its environment, it set about reshaping that environment. It bought up land around its Euclid Avenue campus and tore down the dilapidated buildings. Research and patient care towers were constructed, including path-breaking facilities for ophthalmology, and plans were developed for a new 1 million-square-foot home for the heart program. 

The powerful aura of the clinic's reputation was extended into its other service lines, including pediatrics, urology and neurosciences. Eventually, the Cleveland Clinic would have Ohio's top-rated program for cancer. Through bulldogged persistence, Loop convinced the prestigious InterContinental Hotels & Resorts to put two of its luxury hotels on campus. 

To diversify its patient base, the Cleveland Clinic placed 14 outpatient care centers throughout the suburbs and acquired eight community hospitals. To strengthen its academic reputation, it opened a medical school. It also facilitated the development of a number of startups to generate new revenues and jobs from the considerable intellectual capital embodied in the clinic's physicians and scientists.

Today, the Cleveland Clinic is the world's most respected heart center. Under Loop's leadership, it became one of the nation's top three hospitals overall as ranked by U.S. News & World Report. When Loop became CEO in 1989, revenues were $645 million. When he retired, they were $3.6 billion. The clinic has become the largest employer in Cleveland and the third largest in Ohio. It is an anchor of strength and renewal in a region still in the midst of devastating economic decline.

In his recently published book, Leadership and Medicine, Loop shares the perspectives that shaped the remarkable success of the Cleveland Clinic during his tenure as CEO. It is an exceptional book. Surprisingly, little has been written about leadership by proven health care executives. This is the only book written by a physician executive at one of America's truly renowned institutions. It is easily the most quotable management book in health care.

When I first met him several years ago, Loop was transitioning the leadership of the clinic. He had put together a short list of characteristics that he encouraged the search committee to consider as it evaluated candidates to take his place. Among these was the intellectual curiosity of a diligent and disciplined learner, somebody who spent a couple hours every day reading. 

Loop's book reflects his own dedication to reading and learning. It is thick with insights from a wide array of top thinkers on leadership and strategy. It is also rich with stories and anecdotes. All of that is held together by Loop's observations drawn from an extraordinary career in medicine and management. Leadership and Medicine is, first and foremost, an expression of a coherent leadership philosophy buttressed by results. The Loop era at the Cleveland Clinic can, I think, be summed up in three words: "optimism, resolve and growth." And all of that irrefutably in service of the patient.

Sadly, too many books by ex-CEOs are superficial exercises in self-aggrandizement. Try as they may, their authors can't rein in their egos. Loop might have been expected to display some unrestrained ego in this book, given his considerable accomplishments. But his writing is notable for its lack of self-absorption.

As a leader, Loop was unconventional. Much of that can be attributed to his background as a heart surgeon, scientist and innovator. He carried the experience of his life in medicine into his life in management, acknowledging no line dividing the two. He says in the book, and often said publicly, that while it is possible to teach a doctor business, it is very difficult to teach a businessman medicine. As a leader, Loop married medicine and management to an extent still missing in much of health care.

Perhaps nothing exemplified his unconventionality more than the way he exercised leadership among his top executives, a mix of physicians and lay administrators. He convened them four times a week over lunch. Some likened these sessions to the Israeli Knesset. Others described them as "Viking lunches" and "productive mayhem." 

I once made a presentation at one of these meetings. Everyone was talking to each other. Loop sat at the end of the table, possibly the only person clearly attentive. I came to appreciate that there was a sort of Darwinian selection process going on. To claim the attention, interest and support of this group, you'd better have a compelling idea or proposal. Only the strong survived. It was a remarkably effective way to weed out the unimportant.

In terms of its size, complexity and influence, the Cleveland Clinic is obviously a unique case. It would be easy for prospective readers to prematurely conclude that Loop's experience isn't relevant to their own situation. 

That would be a mistake. The Cleveland Clinic consists not only of its sprawling campus on Euclid Avenue, but also a network of community hospitals. Some of these hospitals serve upscale suburbs; others are located in America's most impoverished neighborhoods. And while the Cleveland Clinic has a medical model that salaries its physicians, the viability of its community hospitals still depends on the commitment of independent physicians in private practices.

Although Loop dedicates much attention to academic medicine, those at traditional academic medical centers may point to the Cleveland Clinic's long history without a formal connection to a university. Yet it can go toe to toe with any academic medical center on the measures that distinguish academic medicine, specifically its accomplishments in research and teaching. Only a few academic institutions rival it in translating research into application. And when it comes to measures of patient care, including not only clinical indicators but also patient satisfaction, no traditional academic medical center can match it.

There is much to learn in this book, not only for leaders in a wide array of hospitals and health systems, but those in other industries as well. The fundamental challenges for any CEO include determining a place worth going to, defining a clear pathway to that place and engaging others in the committed effort necessary to move productively down that path. It's to these challenges that Loop has focused his book. It is an extraordinary leadership tool.
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