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The Hunger for Strategic Leadership
Health care organizations are hungry for a sense that those vested with leadership have a plan for the future.
There is a hunger in most health care organizations. It gnaws at middle managers, housekeepers, physicians, nurses and board members alike. They want leaders who lead. And leading inevitably requires an answer to the question, "Where are we going?" Organizations are hungry for a sense that those vested with leadership have a plan for the future.

Much has been written about why strategic planning so often fails to deliver on its promise of organizational success. Explanations include bureaucratic processes, lack of wide organizational ownership and poor execution. An area that hasn't gotten sufficient attention is strategic leadership.

In an era when consensus and group process are in their ascendancy in most organizations, it's become too easy to overlook the contribution an individual - specifically the CEO - can and must make to strategic success. When strategic plans lay in shambles or covered in dust, the trail of blame frequently leads directly to the executive suite. Strategic plans that are not owned by the CEO are destined to end up as undernourished orphans.

There is no responsibility more fundamental to the role of a CEO than the making and execution of strategy. What then does strategic leadership look like? Effective strategic leaders:

Refuse to delegate strategy. Ahead of the budget, ahead of the annual operating plan, ahead of the information system in importance sits the strategic plan. No set of decisions are more critical and worthy of CEO attention than those that must be made to develop and execute a solid strategic plan. A sure sign of trouble is a CEO who has fully delegated responsibility for the strategic plan to subordinates. It's fine to delegate management of the strategic planning process, but the direction set forth in the plan itself must ultimately be the responsibility of the CEO.

Keep it simple. Simplicity on the front edge of complexity is useless. Simplicity on the other side of complexity is priceless. An effective strategic leader struggles with complexity and distills out of it elegant simplicity. A clear vision. A single compelling strategic intent. A handful of succinct strategies.

Stay focused. A powerful strategic plan is focused. Too often, the strategic plan is burdened with a laundry list of initiatives. More than seven driving strategies usually suggest an unfocused mind. The result is "bunny planning," hopping off in 13 directions without much effect. Suggest an organization has too many strategies and you'll often get the same response, "You don't understand how complex our situation is."  But usually, if you can't get the number of strategies down to a handful, you haven't struggled enough with understanding your situation and your options.

Tie the loose ends together. Solid strategic leadership is coherent; it aligns everything important that's going on in the organization to the strategic plan. A strategic plan cannot survive in isolation. It sets the strategic rhythm of the organization and everything ought to dance to its tune.

Speak and act with consistency. Across time and place, a strategic leader demonstrates in words and actions that the strategic plan is alive in the organization. It is the ready point of reference for all important decisions. The question, "How does this match up against our strategic plan?" is consistently asked by the CEO. The organization can see the strategic plan guiding critical decisions. The strategic leader becomes a manifest agent of the plan. Strategic leadership demands integrity. Integrity requires a CEO to speak and act with coherence and consistency.

Connect the dots. Strategies are not distinct initiatives. They are invariably interrelated. The strategic plan is like a mobile; you can't touch one strategy without touching the rest. The effective strategic leader is sensitive to the effect one initiative has on others. He has a view that is holistic. When a strategic plan is really working, it generates synergy across its strategies. The strategic leader facilitates that synergy by focusing as much on interactions as actions. Although the strategic plan may incorporate strategies focused to finance, marketing or operations, a CEO whose comfort rests too overwhelmingly in any one of those disciplines can suffer from a dangerous myopia. Strategic leadership melds finance, marketing and operations into integrated streams of action.

Remain resolute. Many organizations suffer from a crippling case of attention deficit syndrome. They have the attention span of a three-year-old. This has been a particular problem in health care. The effective strategic leader is constant, recognizing that pursuit is the second act of victory, often more important than the first. In the face of considerable pressure from whatever is on the front cover of the trade journals, the effective strategic leader sticks with the strategies that the organization brought to the dance.

Don't confuse resolve with inflexibility. The rate of change that confronts organizations today demands that they be willing and able to change course. But a balance must be struck. The good strategic leader is very willing to change tactics but ever reluctant to change strategies. More organizations have been run onto the rocks because they failed to stick to their strategic guns than have sunk for lack of a course adjustment. The strategic leader knows when to fold but also when to raise the ante.

Never stop communicating. The effective strategic leader carries the strategic plan in a hip pocket. Every important presentation is connected to it. Explanations are provided of how decisions are aligned with it. Board members and other important stakeholders are regularly briefed on the strategic plan and its implementation. The communication of the plan is itself planned - that is, there is a communication plan for the strategic plan. Not only is the "when" of communication determined, so is the "what" and "why." The message should be relevant. For better or worse, today's CEO lives in an era of "sound bites" and faces an audience that demands stories that are compelling, colorful and hit close to home.

Maintain intimacy with key customers. No CEO can command strategic credibility without customer closeness. Intimacy describes a closeness built from actually interacting with and studying customers. In a health care organization, customer closeness means, above all else, rubbing shoulders with patients and doctors. Without patients and doctors, there is no basis for a viable health care enterprise. Mergers, acquisitions, system building and managed care contracts ought to play second fiddle to time dedicated to an anthropological study of patients and physicians.

Be visible on the front line. Just as a credible CEO must maintain an intimacy with the organization's customers, so too must he or she maintain an intimacy with the front line work of the organization. Value is created in health care by people who put their hands on patients. A fundamental understanding of that work is critical to exercising strategic leadership. An organization cannot be expected to follow a leader who lacks a basic understanding of what the organization does for a living.

Hold themselves accountable. CEOs usually recognize their responsibility to require accountability of the organizations they lead. They often fail, however, to be personally accountable for accomplishment of a strategic plan. Such accountability is achieved by communicating milestones that will mark significant progress. These milestones help the organization stay on course and foster the momentum of achievement. Without specific strategic milestones, strategic direction often remains too vague and conceptual to have relevance.

Keep informed. There are people who spend all of their lives thinking about and working on strategy. Some of them focus on business. Some focus on warfare. Some focus on sports. And some focus on the sciences. The thinking on strategy is constantly evolving. CEOs who don't feel compelled to expand and hone their strategic thinking are guilty of either arrogance or neglect.

When all is said and done, a CEO gets paid for sorting through a complex situation, determining what's most important and then enabling the organization to act accordingly. The critical questions are always the same: What's most important in the environment? What does the organization aspire to be? What's most important for the organization to do? Properly defined, "strategic planning" is the allocation of scarce resources to your most attractive opportunities, and "strategy" is best described as a plan for getting from point A to point B in the face of uncertainty and resistance. What runs through both of those statements like an electrical current is the need to decide what's most important. This is a question that group process can bring into greater focus, but it is a question that the CEO ultimately must answer alone.
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