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Everyday Values
"Where are the men?" the little prince asked politely.  The flower had once seen a caravan passing.  "Men?" she echoed.  "I think there are six or seven of them in existence.  I saw them, several years ago.  But one never knows where to find them.  The wind blows them away.  They have no roots and that makes their life very difficult."

The Little Prince

Antoine De Saint-Exupery

Technology without values can be cold and hurtful.  Robert Pirsig made the point in Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance.  "What's wrong with technology is that it's not connected in any real way with matters of the spirit and of the heart.  And so it does blind ugly things quite by accident and gets hated for that."

Johns Hopkins stands for something very unique in American medicine.  Back when Hopkins opened its doors in 1889, it was one of a kind.  Before Hopkins, American physicians were nothing more than barely literate apprentices - tradesmen trained in two-year programs that were laughable in terms of their lack of academic and scientific rigor.  The physicians of Hopkins came to stand for something else - something built of research and teaching.  They regarded themselves as missionaries, and they spread Hopkins' values throughout the nation and the world.  Very little digging will quickly unearth the Hopkins seed at America's most respected academic medical centers.  The men and women who shaped those institutions arrived with little more than the education and the values with which Hopkins had imbued them.  The doctors of Hopkins valued medicine built on science, the view that students should "think for themselves" and "learn by doing," and the "marriage of research, teaching and patient care" - all of these are values no longer considered unique.  But when Hopkins introduced them, they were revolutionary.  The success of the Hopkins revolution in values is most clearly conveyed in the observation that they are no longer unique.  They became the gold standard for American medicine.

The late Bob Heyssel, M.D.'s desk sat in an old wing of the Hopkins mega-complex.  Hopkins former CEO was gracious yet clearly cognizant of what he represented - a tradition that for decades has shaped the doctors who have walked the halls of Hopkins.  They, too, were cognizant of what they represent.  One of medicine's proudest traditions but also one of its most innovative.  Hopkins' list of contributions to medical science is legend, but it has also made significant contributions to redefining the way care is organized and delivered.

In 1973, when it became apparent that Hopkins' original centralized organizational structure was no longer well suited to its size and complexity, Heyssel moved to redesign it.  He shifted operating responsibilities and financial accountability to the clinical departments.  Under this structure, the larger hospital in effect became "a holding company 'for a series of' specialty hospitals."  According to Heyssel, this reorganization created an environment in which "... management strategies aimed at reducing lengths of stay and controlling the use of ancillary services are more likely to be successful because they are directed by physician managers who can influence the behavior of their colleagues."  Heyssel's move continued a tradition of innovation in an organization that could have simply perpetuated its proud past.

Values manifest themselves in visible and invisible ways.  At IBM, there was the well known "dress code" - white shirt, blue suit.  At Apple, values gave rise to an almost opposite set of behaviors.  Idiosyncrasy was the norm.  The MacIntosh development team flew a pirate flag.  Top executives at McDonald's all proudly wore the company ring.  In the company's training center, employees could watch on video as Ray Kroc shared his philosophy on business and life.  On the executive floor of McDonald's just outside the elevator there was a simple sign that reads "Nothing recedes like success."

When Will and Charlie Mayo built their busy surgical practice, they filled it with values that were thick and durable.  Values that kept Mayo doctors from wearing lab coats because Drs. Will and Charlie thought they make patients uncomfortable.  Values so strong they produced office designs and layouts that were standardized.  Values so critical that they are reinforced by using the latest telecommunications technology to beam the "Mayo way" from Rochester, Minnesota to the clinic's campuses in Jacksonville, Florida and Scottsdale, Arizona.  Like Hopkins, Mayo had its missionaries and they went to places like Albuquerque, New Mexico and Danville, Pennsylvania.  Physician leadership of the Scripps Clinic in La Jolla, California, insisted that patient charts be done one way - "the Mayo way."

Organizations maintain their values through their hiring practices.  IBM tends to hire its new recruits from universities in the Midwest.  Mayo's employees come from the hardworking farm families of Minnesota.  The doctors who join the clinic are those who are comfortable with its commitment to standardization, teamwork and a patient focus.  Early visitors to Mayo's satellites in Jacksonville, Florida and Scottsdale, Arizona might have noticed the number of Northwest frequent flyer tags attached to the briefcases of doctors and managers.  Rather than hire locally and face the challenge of acculturating employees to the Mayo way, they imported critical personnel from Rochester.  Mayo's leaders have often described its greatest challenge as being one of "maintaining its values."  The most important aspect of merging the two hospitals with which Mayo had been physically connected for decades was one of creating shared values across the merged organizations.  In 1986, Mayo put together a list of 12 values central to its culture:

· At Mayo, patients' rights are paramount to all other considerations.

· At Mayo, intangible rewards are the most valued.  (There is a continuing interest by every staff member in the professional progress of every other.)

· Mayo is team-oriented.  (Those who work there recognize that personal glory is secondary to that of the entire organization.)

· At Mayo, education and research are essential to enhance the quality of care.  (At Mayo, they frequently compare themselves to a tricycle with a large front wheel - patient care - supported by two rear wheels - education and research.)

· Mayo is introspective, introverted and highly self-critical.

· Mayo is protective of its people, reputation and name.

· Mayo has a special "spirit" encompassing many elusive ingredients.

· Mayo people have institutional loyalty and a strong trust in those who "pass the Mayo test."

· Mayo people take pride in Mayo Medical Center.  (The clinic's reputation is a source of pride among all personnel each of whom makes a contribution to the high patient satisfaction upon which that reputation is built.)

· Mayo has a caring paternalistic attitude towards its people.  (Mayo people know their welfare is a central concern.  That results in very low turnover and organizational consistency.)

· Mayo decision making is based on consensus.  (The Mayo Board of Governors would never make a major decision based on a 6-5 vote or a 7-4 vote.  Discussion would continue until a strong consensus was reached.)

· Physician leadership is central to the traditions and future of Mayo.

Max DePree was the former Chairman of the Board at Herman Miller, the Michigan furniture manufacturer consistently rated as one of America's most admired corporations.  In his best seller, Leadership is an Art, DePree talked about the importance of value shaped environments.  He responded to an occasion when a Herman Miller employee questioned the organization's investment in three ponds surrounding its main site in Zeeland, Michigan.

"The physical environment matters a great deal, but it is not as important as the management environment.  The physical environment is likely to be a consequence of certain elements of the management environment.  In that sense the facility will reflect the context of a corporation, its leadership, and its values.

"Buildings do not exist in a vacuum, and neither did these ponds.  The ponds exist to gather runoff created by the roofs of our buildings, to keep our neighbors' land from flooding, and to satisfy local land use laws.  They furnish a ready supply of water in case of fire.  They form a beautiful addition to our site.  We even have a company picnic around them.

"These ponds, only a small part of Herman Miller's facilities, reflect our company's attitudes about business, our community and our people.  All facilities should make this kind of sense in their contexts.  In turn, facilities should create a context for a state or stage of corporate civilization."

Values are soft stuff, particularly when compared to a balance sheet.  For the most pragmatic, the whole question of organizational values is esoteric.  Better to focus on more tangible stuff.  In taking such a position, however, they ignore the very pragmatic importance of values.  A value-based organization is inevitably more attractive to customers and employees as well as more dangerous to competitors.

A competitor faces an infinitely more formidable opponent when that opponent is filled with people who share a common sense of identity and purpose.  The value-based organization can maneuver with a greater sense of coordination and direction because its values point the way when all else is shrouded in fog.  The value-based organization can take a harder beating.  It will bounce back more surely from adversity.  Its members have a solid wall to hold onto, to duck behind when the bullets fly.

People are hungry for purpose.  They always have been.  And this is particularly true in health care.  People who work in health care arrive with a stronger altruistic drive than professionals in other fields.  They are hungrier for purpose.  And they are more adrift without it.  Many health care executives fret about being too directive.  Their concern is, I think, misplaced.  In most of their organizations, employees are desperate for direction.  And they're searching for values bigger than market share, productivity and margins.

Values keep an organization moving in the same direction even in the face of changing leadership.  Values keep an organization doing right when it might do wrong.  Values keep an organization glued together when outside forces try to hammer it into pieces.  Values are often the difference between a satisfactory employee and an inspired employee.

Organizations that survive adversity and last for decades are "value-based."  My own study of some of America's most successful hospitals has convinced me they are not built of mortar.  They are constructed of people glued together by common values.  The more "people intensive" the enterprise, the more important values become.  People don't roll out of bed in the morning and run through walls because they're turned on by an incentive package.  They arrive motivated because someone has reached inside them and flicked a switch that matters.  That is one of the fundamental responsibilities of an effective leader - to fill his or her organization with meaning.  As Max DePree observed:

"Shared ideals, shared ideas, shared goals, shared respect, a sense of integrity, a sense of quality, a sense of advocacy, a sense of caring - these are the basis of Herman Miller's covenant and value system.  Our system of values may not be generic.  It must be explicit.  The system and the covenant around it make it possible for us to work together, not perfectly to be sure, but nevertheless in a way that enables us to have the potential to be a gift to the spirit...

"We work to maintain these values.  Yet a system of beliefs is always threatened by change, and change is something no one can avoid.  Successful entrepreneurships tend to become corporations.  Successful corporations tend to become institutions.  Institutions foster bureaucracy, the most superficial and fatuous of all relationships.  Bureaucracy can level our gifts and our competence...


"Every company has tribal stories.  Though there may be only a few tribal storytellers, it's everyone's job to see that things as unimportant as manuals and light bulbs don't replace them...  Plato said that a society cultivates whatever is honored there.  Let us make no mistake about what we honor.  If these symbols are understood, we can and do enable each other...  A corporation's values are its life's blood.  Without effective communication actively practiced, without the art of scrutiny, those values will disappear in a sea of trivial memos and impertinent reports...  The best way to communicate the basis of a corporation's or institution's common bonds and values is through behavior."
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