Summaries of Articles

Many of Dan’s articles incorporate straightforward checklists and recommendations.  They connect insights from other industries to the unique dynamics of health care. Dan’s readers emphasize that his articles never seem out of date.  Articles written and published in past years remain fresh and relevant today.  The quality and durability of thinking represented in these articles help explain why organizations nationwide select The Beckham Company to help them develop strategic direction. You can access the articles by title, content or category of interest.  For full text, click the article title.
The Hunger for Strategic Leadership


One of the most pressing needs in most health care organizations is a hunger for a sense of direction.  And it is one of the most critical responsibilities of CEOs to provide a clear sense of that direction.  Without it, anxiety and conflicts blossom and the organization flounders.  Here’s a checklist on how to provide the strategic leadership health care organizations desperately seek.  (September 1998)

Cleaning Up the Red Ink in Primary Care
As growing numbers of hospitals and other health care organizations struggle with mounting losses associated with the primary care practices they own, this article offers an alternative to expense controls, cost cutting and divestiture – revenue growth and a hard-nosed approach to managed care.  (July 1998)

Organic Strategy
There’s a revolution afoot in management.  Principles of biology are being applied to the development of business strategy and organization design.  This article provides an overview of some of the thinking that is likely to have a powerful impact on the future of all organizations.  (March 1998)

The Beginning of the End for HMOs
Beckham predicts (in 1997) that HMOs are headed for big trouble and provides his perspectives on why.  This was a rare position to take in a period when many experts were predicting that HMOs would roll over everything and everybody in sight.  (See “Goldsmith and Beckham on the Future of HMOs.”)  (November 1997)

Are HMOs Really a Dying Breed?
Get very different perspectives on the future of HMOs and managed care from two of the health care industry’s most visible experts, Jeff Goldsmith and Dan Beckham, as they square off on the question.  Goldsmith argues that HMOs have a future, Beckham thinks otherwise.  (November 1998)
The Accountability Crisis in Healthcare
If it’s everybody’s job, then it’s nobody’s job.  Beckham looks at the immense accountability crisis in health care and suggests it lies at the root of some of the industry’s most intractable problems.  He also offers specific action plans for building a systematic approach to accountability.  This is a must read for Trustees, Directors and the CEOs who work for them.  (September 1997)

One Size Doesn’t Fit All
There’s no single approach to creating meaningful integration.  Beckham identifies four dominant and emerging models of integration.  In reality, most organizations don’t fit cleanly into one of the models.  This article provides a useful alternative to what Beckham sees as the largely useless four market stages of the managed care model that led many organizations down a blind alley in the early 90s.  (July 1997)

Future Scanning
Trying to build a useful view of the future?  Here’s an alternative to often brain-numbing scenario planning.  According to Beckham, “velocity, value and energy” are the things to keep an eye on when trying to anticipate the future.  The Health Forum selected this article as “Best of the Year”.  (March 1997)

Hot Concepts in Strategy
Here’s a succinct overview of six of the most influential books on strategy published in the last decade.  Beckham provides a thumbnail of the key principles that are set forth by each of the authors.  (January 1997)

Branding
One of the hottest topics in marketing is the question of branding.  Here, Beckham provides a practical guide to the challenge of building a powerful brand as well as some caution about improving the other keys to competitive success.  Branding is important, but it’s far from the only critical factor for marketing and product success.  (November 1996)

The Integrated Delivery System as Moving Target
Here are eight questions designed to help health care organizations so significantly increase their level of meaningful integration.  Anybody trying to build an integrated delivery system needs to be able to answer these eight questions.  If they can’t, they may need to get back to the drawing table.  (September 1996)
The Engine of Choice
Tremendous investments are being made in systems designed to facilitate access and choice for health care consumers.  Most of this investment is being made by health plans rather than by providers like hospitals and physicians.  This amounts to a struggle for the hearts and minds of America’s consumers.  Whoever gets such systems built first may have an advantage in controlling the flow of patients and dollars in health care.  (July 1996)

The Most Important Day
Here’s a step-by-step guide for getting your organization focused on what’s most important – the needs and expectations of patients and consumers.  With a meeting room, index cards, marking pens and a full day of conversation and thinking, you can make enormous contributions to the vitality of your organization’s competitiveness.  (May 1996)

Hearing the Tidal Wave
There are two kinds of change according to anthropologists – “first order change,” which are incremental and reversible and “second order change,” which are rapid, dramatic and irrevocable.  This article helps executives determine what kind of change they should undertake and how to undertake that change.  (March 1996)

Ownership - The Longest Lever
If you want somebody to be motivated to improve or optimize something, give him or her ownership in it.  This holds for building joint ventures and strategic plans.  There are different kinds of ownership including financial ownership as well as ownership borne of involvement.  Here’s a game plan for building and maximizing ownership.  (January 1996)

Follow the Money
The informer, Deep Throat, once gave Watergate investigators simple advice, “Follow the Money.” To understand where health care is as well as where it’s been and going, it pays to follow Deep Throat’s advice.  This article provides an insightful view of how dollars flow in health care and the way that flow shapes the realities with which health care organizations must contend.  (November 1995)

Altared States
Most mergers fail.  Certainly that pattern has held up in health care.  In most mergers, talent is negotiated away, future strategies are never considered and capabilities are seldom assessed.  A merger provides a profound opportunity to transform organizations, not merely reduce their combined cost structures and leverage their limited market share.  The time to design that transformation is before the merger is consummated, not after.  Here’s a checklist for undertaking mergers that result in a more powerful organization and last.  (September 1995)

The Death of Management
Management has long been identified as the most important initial ingredient for organizational success.  But for too many executives, management has come to mean a static set of financial skills and experience that can be applied with equal effectiveness no matter what kind of organization or environment is in question.  But management is dynamic and perhaps less essential than those who practice it would like to have us believe.  (July 1995)

Redefining Work In The Integrated Delivery System
What happens on a factory floor has changed in revolutionary ways.  Some of these innovations are only now beginning to work their way into health care.  In many ways, a hospital is a manufacturing plant – a factory.   Years before Professor Herzlinger started talking about “focused factories,” Beckham was advocating for such an approach in health care.  (May 1995)

Running With The Herd: Building A Business Strategy
To succeed in a competitive environment, you’ve got to be different in a way that’s meaningful and valuable to those you serve.  In many industries, this means that you’ve got to buck conventional wisdom and go against the popular opinion.  Stick with the herd and you could end up as lamb chop.  And you can’t rest on your laurels either.  While your current business strategy is being milked, a new one must be steadfastly whelped and nurtured.  Here are eight steps to help you avoid ending up shoulder-to-shoulder with the herd, gnawing short grass roots and all.  (March 1995)

Big
According to Beckham, anything less than an optimally sized organization will sub optimize care.  In other words, you can be either too big, too small or the right size.  Is bigger better?  No. Nor is smaller.  The right size depends on the situation, your objectives and your strategies.  You need to be only as big as you need to be.  (November 1994)

The Smell of Success
This article, which many readers have described as one of Beckham’s most memorable, was written in 1994 on the anniversary of the D-day invasion.  The article suggests that, “Healthcare has landed on its own beach.  It’s a beach in many ways like Normandy.  It’s wide and its impediments are well dug in.  It can only be crossed with massive levels of focused attention and human capital.”  The lessons of Normandy are rich for those committed to success.  Here’s a timeless lesson.  (September 1994)

Building the High Performance Accountable Health Plan
The term, “accountable health plan” is a remnant of the health care reform flurry of the early 90s.  AHPs never came to be because health care reform never came to be, but this is an article that, more than anything, is about “accountability” – how it is designed, fostered and sustained.  (July 1994)

Go With The Flow
Integration attempts to facilitate movement – movement of water, movement of goods, movement of data, movement of ideas, movement of technology.  All worthwhile integration is about facilitating movement and flow.  The job of management is to facilitate movement and to remove impediments to flow.  In other words, an effective executive is a good plumber.  Every organization, including a health care organization, has a limited set of “macro flows” such as patient flow, information flow, knowledge flow, work force flow, supply flow, technology flow and compassion flow.  This article suggests that management must identify its macro flows, define which are most important, and then facilitate those flows.  (May 1994)

The Vision Thing
Vision is important.  It helps unify and compel and organization.  It helps pull an organization into the future.  Here’s a specific action plan for creating and deploying a powerful vision.  People can put their hands around a vision; sink their teeth into it.  It operates in the realm of the senses and the emotions.  (March 1994)

The Power of Primary Care
Primary care remains as important to the success of hospitals and health systems in 2000 as it did in 1994 when this article was published.  The “keys to success” enumerated in this article also remain relevant and appropriate.  If anything, time has proven how critical these factors are.  (January 1994)

The Longest Wave


Every year, it seems that there’s a new management idea that captures the attention and imagination of organizations.  For those working in organizations easily enamored with the latest buzzwords, it sometimes feels like they’re suffering from organizational whiplash.  This article argues for adopting a set of core management principles and than hanging on to them, modifying language and commitments in incremental rather than wholesale fashion.  Many of the ideas are so much alike or related that they really don’t represent new thinking as much as they represent repackaging.  The core management concepts should be mapped and linked into a coherent overall model.  Beckham provides some recommendations for creating and maintaining your management model.  (November 1993)

The Architecture of Integration
This article won ”Best Article of the Year” recognition from the American College of Healthcare Executives.  It takes an innovative approach to integration that stretches far beyond conventional views of assembling physicians, hospitals and risk under one tent top.  It also suggests that integration is the right challenge against which health care should array itself.  But it suggests integration is not what many in health care think it is.  Beckham suggests it is not a transaction but a mindset.  And that the preponderance of cost, quality and access problems in health care are stacked up at the bottom of the walls that have been built in health care.  Beckham offers “13 measures of integration” that can be applied to test an organization’s overall level of integration.  (September 1993)

The Merits of Intentional Scarcity
Beckham makes a startling assertion, “One of the greatest goods a leader can do for an organization may be to deny it the sedative of abundance.”  He identifies eight benefits of stripping the abundance out of an organization including such items as  “Necessity creates an environment open to new ideas,” as well as six suggestions on how to apply scarcity wisely.  (July 1993)

Andrew’s Not So Excellent Adventure


No other article Beckham has written has generated as many calls or been reprinted as often as this one.  It describes the experience of his six-year-old son who spent three months in a children’s hospital.  Here are some perspectives from the “other side of the bed” about why health care organizations fail to live up to their responsibilities and their potential.  (May 1993)

Keeping an Eye on Time
Time is one of the precious resources in health care.  Physicians sell time and expertise.  Patient satisfaction is largely dependent on timeliness.  Time is often the difference between life and death.  The faster you go, the faster you can learn and the faster you learn, the quicker you can drive down costs and drive up quality.  “The old mandate was to offer the highest quality at the lowest cost.  The new mandate is to offer the highest quality at the lowest cost in the least amount of time.”  Here’s an article on time and how to use it.  (March 1993)

Shodo Management
As far back as 1993, Beckham asserted that the hospital was a factory and that healthcare had much to learn from the factory.  He also suggested that the Japanese were leading the revolution in reinventing the factory.  Shodo management describes an integrated approach to applying lessons from the factory to health care.  (January 1993)

Putting Learning to Work
This article puts learning into a practical context by looking at the organizations that have done it best.  Profiles Toyota (a classic learner) against Detroit’s Big Three in the 80s and early 90s as well as General Electric.  Learn about the five “whys’ and how they provide a simple but powerful tool for learning and improvement.  (November 1992)

The Approach of the Number Crunchers
According to Beckham, there is a growing army of number crunchers who are bound to transform health care’s torrent of data into useable information.  When they have their impact, a lot of conventional wisdom is bound to go out the window.  Here’s a four-step approach for turning data to information as well as some suggestions about how to come out ahead in the hospital and doctor rating games.  (September 1992)

Lighting the Way
Strategic planning has always been an essential task of organizational leadership.  It always will be.  In the short run, there are times when it makes sense to fly by the seat of your pants.  But in the long run, you’re going to lose your pants.  Here’s a step-by-step guide for undertaking, facilitating and managing a strategic planning process.  Beckham argues that “strategic planning is not a form of democracy” and that the quality of strategies matter.  He also offers a nine-step approach to strategic planning.  (May 1992)

Beating the Box
Beckham summarizes the conversations and thinking of 10 of the health care industry’s top executives.  Drawing from the work of Frank Lloyd Wright, this article examines the risks and rewards of challenging conventional thinking (“the box”).  The CEOs define the shape of a new box for health care.  It’s a box that is as compelling in 2000 as it was in 1992.  (March 1992)

Making a Community Agenda
Almost every nonprofit health care organization includes in its mission statement a commitment to improve the health of the community.  But what is a community and how do you best go about responding responsibly to its needs?  From the unique perspective of “community competencies” and “communities as organisms,” Beckham helps health care executives imagine new ways to understand and serve their communities.  (January 1992)

Strategic Thinking and the Road to Relevance
This piece won Health Forum’s “Best Article of the Year” award.  The article weaves together key concepts like “strategic intent” and “core competencies” into a coherent planning model that can help take an organization well beyond traditional SWOT analysis.  It also provides specific recommendations on how to bridge the gap between strategy, tactics and implementation.  (November 1991)

The New Marketing
Beckham is a former Chairman of the Board of the world’s largest organization for marketing professionals – the American Marketing Association.  In this article, he shares his views on how consumers and marketing have changed and will continue to change.  Here you’ll find a specific 12-step action plan for creating a market-driven organization.  (September 1991)

Tools for Staying Ahead in the Nineties
Want some powerful “tactics you can put to work in your organization tomorrow?”  Here are 24 of them, including such tools as “Power Branding,” “Peripheral Penetration,” the magic of “We,” “Tooth to Tail Ratios” and “Loose Bricks.”  These tools, employed incrementally, can create powerful organizational transformations.  A resource book that can help you learn more about it accompanies every one of the 24 tools.  (March 1991)

Everyday Values
Every organization has values whether they’ve been articulated or not.  Values are artifacts of the heart.  But they must be cultivated, encouraged and sometimes demanded.  In too many organizations, values are abstractions, bullet-pointed on a sheet that’s not revisited until the next planning retreat.  Here are some ideas on how to bring values alive and put them to work.  (March 1991)
The Capacity of Enabling
T.E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia) was one of the greatest leaders in history.  Indeed, management guru, Peter Drucker, recommends a biography of Lawrence as one of the best books written on management. Lawrence took once independent Arab tribes and united them in a common cause.  His challenge was in some ways a great metaphor for the challenges facing many hospital CEOs in their relationship with physicians.  Beckham suggests there’s a lot to learn from Lawrence and shares those lessons.  (January 1991)

Quality is not Enough
In 1990, when this article was published, continuous quality improvement based on the work of W. Edwards Deming was becoming all the rage in health care.  Indeed, there were growing numbers of folks who were angry that Deming’s teachings (the 14 points) provided a comprehensive model for management success.  (And that only Deming provided the true road to enlightenment.)  Beckham argues that while quality is essential, it’s only part of the picture.  Just as important are innovation and marketing (focus on the customer).  (November 1990)

Group Advantage
The arguments for group practice in medicine are more compelling in 2000 as they were a decade ago when this article was written.  Hospital experiences with group practice start-ups and investor-owned disasters like PhyCor and MedPartners are only footnotes on a continuing story of the inevitable (and necessary) march from cottage industry practice to group models.  (September 1990)

In Defense of Health Care Management
In the Harvard Business Review in 1989, Harvard professor Regina Herzlinger displayed what this article suggests is a remarkable naiveté about the industry to which she was supposedly focused.  She describes a failure of management that led to “The Failed Revolution in Healthcare.”  Beckham argues that Herzlinger gives health care executives too little credit and gives executives in other industries too much.  He also suggests her analysis and recommendations suggest she doesn’t get out much.  Her arguments also stand in sharp contrast to the views of credible experts like Peter Drucker.  She also failed to recognize that in health care there are some hugely successful organizations by any measure and that the success of these organizations has been more sustained in general than the success of organizations in other industries (July 1990)

The Best Hospital Administrator in the World
Beth Israel’s Mitch Rabkin was one of a kind.  A physician focused on research that was plucked by the Chairman of the Board and given leadership responsibility for one of the nation’s most respected hospitals.  There’s an old saying among Bostonians that “Mass General is the best hospital in the world” and “Beth Israel is the best hospital in Boston.”  This article introduces the reader to the remarkable man who, more than any other, guided development of one of health care’s most remarkable organizations.  (May 1990)

Niched
A niche can be a great place to be as long as you dominate the niche and no big beast of the jungle decides it wants to live there too.  Children’s Hospitals are the ultimate niche players in health care.  They serve a relatively narrow and focused segment of the population with highly specialized capabilities.  Generalists are not in a good position to challenge the niche player.  This article identifies the advantages of being “niched” as well as the potential dangers.  (March 1990)

Tactics -- The Hot and Sweaty Work
Somewhere below the level of strategy, tactics take hold.  They represent, it might be suggested, the point at which the rubber meets the road.  Beckham explains the differences between tactics and strategies.  He also describes tactical tools like “boldness,” flexibility, simplicity and “communication” as well as how to use them.  (January 1990)
Winners
In 1989, Beckham became the first health care expert to take on the challenge of identifying hospitals that were clear winners in their markets and then attempt to identify characteristics they held in common.  The study was the result of two years of research, more than 10000 miles of air travel and hundreds of hours of interviews.  He identified 10 institutions and 8 shared characteristics of success.  The article was widely reprinted and set off the current “ratings game” in health care.  Today, those 8 characteristics remain solid indictors of success.  Some of the 10 hospitals are not as successful as they were in 1989, however.  But those that have stumbled appear to have all suffered from the same disease – they became distracted by the merger and consolidation game (forming integrated delivery systems through acquisition and mergers).  The most successful of the 10 hospitals are those that stayed focused on the single institution mission and market (The Methodist Hospital and Riverside Methodist being examples) and avoided dedicating their resources to system building the market regarded as largely irrelevant.  (November 1989)

Building a Strategic Toolkit
Here are 10 of the most critical tools of strategy and implementation succinctly described – tools like “concentration,” “differentiation” and “momentum.”  (September 1989)

A Fine Feel for the Doable
Kenichi Ohmae in his classic book, The Mind of the Strategist, gave emphasis to the importance of having a “strategist of great natural talent” to the success of top performing organizations.  The Japanese have historically woven strategy more fully into their lives and it resulted in a “fine feel for the doable” that made them such proficient marketers, organizers and implementers.  Such a “fine feel” can take the place of ponderous strategic planning processes.  Don’t underestimate the value of experience.  There are some things, including a “fine feel,” that can only be developed as the result of lots of “doing.”  (July 1989)

Getting a Grasp on Quality
This is one of the first articles on quality written in health care.  Tom Peters picked up part of it as a quote in his book, Thriving on Chaos.  This article is as relevant today as it was when it was written in 1987.  The predictions in this article have help up.  So have the five recommendations Beckham made related to establishing a powerful quality position:

· Position “with” a high quality player

· Recruit physician super stars

· Concentrate resources against narrow fields of specialization

· Manage the image of quality

· Communicate better outcomes
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