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Orlikoff Delivers Day-Long Session to Hospital Trustees, CEOs

More than 60 hospital
trustees and CEOs explored
best practices in hospital
governance during the Wyo-
ming Hospital Association’s
Trustee Education program
in Lander on May 8.

The day-long event fea-
tured the insights and experi-
ence of James Orlikoff, the
nation’s foremost expert in

healthcare governance issues.

Before delving into gov-
ernance, Orlikoff provided a
sobering overview of the
state of healthcare in the
United States. In the past, he
said, healthcare insiders have
thought of the healthcare
industry as recession-proof.

People will always get
sick, and they will always go
to hospitals and doctors for
treatment — or so the argu-
ment has always gone.

Those dynamics are
changing, though, as people
forego care for lack of insur-
ance and increasing costs.
The single most expensive
raw material in American
cars, he said, is healthcare.
By contrast, the most expen-
sive raw material in Japanese
cars is steel. That imbalance
will ultimately put American
businesses at a competitive
disadvantage, he said.

Additionally, consumers
have begun to conduct more
of their own research, mak-
ing them more informed
healthcare consumers when

they do visit healthcare pro-
fessionals.

And the numbers back up
Orlikoff’s assertions. Hospi-
tal volumes are down, reve-
nues are down, and hospitals
that were once thought to be
insulated have begun to lay
off em-
ployees.

And
that, Or-
likoff
said, was
the good
news for
the hos-
pital trus-
tees in
the room.

The
challenge for trustees, he
said, is recognizing that these
changes in the industry will
drive fundamental changes in
the way that hospitals oper-
ate, and it will be up to trus-
tees to make the tough deci-
sions that move hospitals
forward.

Like the industry itself,
Orlikoff said, hospital gov-
ernance is changing too. The
quality of governance that
was sufficient to get hospitals
where they are today will be
insufficient to get them
where they need to be to ef-
fectively delivery high-
quality healthcare in the fu-
ture, he said.

Orlikoff urged trustees to
focus relentlessly on the mis-
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sions of their hospitals, and to
use those prioritized mission
statements to guide all decision
making by the board. Failure to
do so leads to scattered, unpre-
dictable decision making.

Orlikoff concluded his ses-
sion with a discussion of the
board’s role in quality and pa-
tient safety, walking trustees
through the history of quality
theories and initiatives and ulti-
mately reminding them that
despite the most expensive
healthcare system in the world,
the quality of healthcare deliv-
ered in the U.S. lags behind that
of other industrialized coun-
tries.

A culture of quality with
zero, or very near zero medical
errors is possible, Orlikoff said.
But achieving that goal requires
strength and leadership from
hospital trustees.

Orlikoff, president of Or-
likoff & Associates, Inc., has
been involved in healthcare
leadership, quality and strategy
for more than 29 years. He has
worked with hospital and sys-
tem governing boards to
strengthen their overall effec-
tiveness.

He currently serves as a
member of the Virginia Mason
Health System Board in Seattle,
Wash., and is chair of their
Governance Committee, and he
sits on the board of Pitzer Col-
lege in Claremont, Calif.
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