Michael Dowling Talks about His Penchant for Innovation
and the Necessity for Investing in Talent
Michael J. Dowling traces
the evolution of his
innovative
thinking
to
growing up in challenging
circumstances in Ireland
in the 1950s, where he
learned that the desire
to make things better
and the willingness to
take risks can lead to
extraordinary
outcomes.
That same mindset put
him on a career path toward
leading North Shore-LIJ
Health System, the largest health system in New York State,
where he has made innovation the hallmark of his nineyear term as president and CEO. Throughout his career Mr.
Dowling has stressed the importance of developing leaders;
that philosophy became the basis for a paper he drafted in
2000 outlining a comprehensive leadership institute that
would promote continuous learning and improvement. He
envisioned an institute that would inspire people to ask,
“How can I do things differently? How do I create a better
future?” Mr. Dowling wanted a place that would encourage
innovation as a predicate to leadership. This concept
became the blueprint for North-Shore-LIJ’s Center for
Learning and Innovation (CLI), establishing North Shore
as a pioneer in bringing cutting-edge corporate university
concepts to healthcare, and becoming one of the health
system’s most esteemed accomplishments.

The National Center for Healthcare Leadership is pleased to present the 2011 Gail L. Warden
Leadership Excellence Award to Michael J. Dowling, President and Chief Executive Officer of
North Shore-LIJ Health System for his innovative and visionary leadership that has inspired a
culture of organizational excellence. By emphasizing continuous learning, mentoring, talent
development, transparency, and accountability, Mr. Dowling has earned a sterling reputation
for challenging North Shore-LIJ to seek constant improvement while never losing sight of its
patient-centered mindset and its commitment to population health. NCHL applauds Mr. Dowling
for his bold initiatives that have led to lasting and significant contributions to develop future
healthcare leaders and for bringing high-quality and accessible care to his communities.
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Q. What was the genesis of the idea that later became
the Center for Learning and Innovation?
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A. In my prior lives I was always perturbed that when
executives talked about infrastructure investment or their
core assets, they talked about bricks and mortar, or IT, or
new hospitals and new buildings. But the main thing missing
was investment in human assets. The most valuable asset
that organizations have today is their employees and to
have a great organization you have to invest in your people
or you won’t be good in the long term. I always felt that
if I had the opportunity I would figure out a way to invest
in those human assets that made sense, not just training
programs, but create a learning organization that could
drive the momentum of cultural change.

About North Shore-LIJ Health System
As the recipient of the National Quality Forum’s 2010 National Quality Healthcare Award, North
Shore-LIJ is recognized for providing high quality care to a service area of 7 million people in Long
Island, Manhattan, Queens, and State Island. It is the nation’s second-largest non-profit secular
health system with more than 4 million annual patient contacts, 5,600 beds, more than 43,000
employees, 15 hospitals, more than 200 ambulatory care centers, and an operating budget of more
than $6 billion. Its Feinstein Institute for Medical Research, which has performed 1,200 clinical
trials, ranks among the nation’s top six percent of all institutions that receive funding from the
National Institute of Health. In 2011 it opened the Hofstra North Shore-LIJ School of Medicine, New
York State’s first new allopathic medical school in more than 40 years.

NC HL 2 0 1 1 I NV I TAT I ONAL SYMPOSIU M AN D LEADER SH IP AWARD

21

An Interview with Michael Dowling
Q. You assumed the CEO position at North Shore-LIJ
during a series of mergers. That must have presented
a hefty set of challenges.

Q. What did previous training programs lack?
A. There might be a little training, but it was never
connected to the business strategies and goals, never
targeted at the right people, it wasn’t organized, and it
seemed like a lot of wasted effort and money. You might
send Johnny to a training program, but there was no plan
for Johnny over the long term. Or people were promoted
into new roles without the right training or support to help
them succeed. I envisioned a place that would focus on
creating a culture of continuous learning and improving
our health system. Leadership is about innovation and
I wanted that to be at the core of the institute. When
I became CEO we partnered with GE and Harvard
Business School and we started the Center for Learning
and Innovation. Kathy Gallo was named to head it—
she retains that position of Chief Learning Officer today.
I picked her because I wanted somebody who had never
done this kind of work before. I wanted fresh thinking and
a fresh approach to people development.

A. All challenges are opportunities that can be taken
advantage of if you have the right people with the
appropriate skills. Mergers, at their core, are about
bringing people together, building trust and breaking
down silos and getting people to see the larger vision.
Our goal was to create a system that was integrated,
administratively and clinically, and not be a collection of
facilities that did not work together. We have succeeded
to this point because we put the right leadership in
place and replaced or reassigned those that were not
committed to the vision. We have had a 100% change
over in the leadership of all of our facilities and business
units over the past decade.
Q. How do you get everyone to move in the same
direction to a new culture?
A. I am old fashioned about this but I believe in direct
and face-to-face communication. You have to really
know your people and build relationships. You have to
choose people not only on the basis of where they got
their degrees from or what their grade-point average
was, but on values like passion, teamwork, relationship
skills, etc. And, of course, to their overall commitment
to the vision. This is one reason why I meet each week
with all new employees—usually about 100 people.
I emphasize the values and remind them that they
have more than a job—they have a responsibility and
an obligation. I want them to understand that they are
not putting widgets on shelves, they are helping people
to get healthier and improve their lives. We also create
multiple opportunities for staff and leadership to interact,
share, engage and build trust.

Q. How do you spark innovation?
A. You always have to be in a transformational mode so
that you are always thinking about how to change what
you are doing currently to make it better. An anticipatory
attitude is very, very important. Then you need to think
ahead—five or ten years. You must carefully pick your
timing for doing things—you have to know when to
do what. In healthcare you are dealing with multiple
constituencies, so you have to think about how to
change things without causing unnecessary disruption.
But mostly it’s about the right people in the right jobs
who understand teamwork, cooperation, collaboration,
and who live and breathe our customer-centric mentality.
Q. North Shore-LIJ has had a close working relationship
with NCHL for many years. What is the connection?

Q. Recently, you faced a test of your leadership when
you were forced to evacuate three hospitals in the face
of Hurricane Irene. How do you plan for something like
this and how do you execute?

A. The work of NCHL is very consistent with our
philosophy that is focused on outcomes, affordability,
and serving the health of the whole community. My staff
worked closely with NCHL as it developed its leadership
model and we have found many ways to collaborate. One
of their most unique programs provides for “C-suite”
sharing, which gives you exposure to other ideas and
allows you see something different, which can add a
layer of comfort when you are taking on the risk of trying
something new. That’s important today because if you
are going to lead a culture change you must take risk.

A. Our success was the result of many years of planning.
For the past decade, we have been building the capability
to be able to respond—and respond quickly—to any
kind of emergency or crisis. We have a very disciplined
structure and process. There is absolutely no panic.
Everyone knows what to do—from central command to
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An Interview with Michael Dowling
Q. In a rapidly changing industry, what keeps you up
at night?

our facility command centers. It is very high-tech and
teamwork driven and led by highly-trained individuals.
We also have our own medical transport system—one
of the largest in the U.S. We have over 100 superbly
equipped ambulances capable of transporting the most
seriously ill patients. During Irene, we safely evacuated
1000 of our own patients in about fifteen hours and we
helped evacuate patients from hospitals and nursing
homes not in our health system.

A. The danger of complacency. The danger of believing
you are good and you can relax. It’s important to be a little
dissatisfied continuously; it pushes you to get better. And
it’s important that none of our efforts become disparate
projects that are disjointed from our overall strategy. The
work we do in leadership development and improving
our customer-centric business is part of our DNA.

Q. How do you find the right people?

Q. You just opened a medical school in conjunction
with Hofstra University. How are you bringing your
penchant for innovation to that setting?

A. I have made recruitment and leadership development
a major part of my role as CEO. You cannot, I believe,
be a leader if you don’t have a commitment to invest
in the core assets of your organization. We have
centralized all recruitment and recruitment staff follows
strict criteria on the kinds of individuals we desire in the
organization. Last year, we on-boarded over 5000 new
people all going through a very organized process by
which they get acquainted with the organization—its
goals, business philosophy, values, and behaviors. As
mentioned earlier, I meet all of them in a group each
Monday at 8:00 AM for two and a half hours. We also
identify high potential employees and have them in a
leadership development program. This also includes
physicians. We have a “corporate university,” (CLI)
with extensive learning opportunities including stateof-the-art simulation. Employees are also encouraged
to pursue further degree training. For example, we
have graduated about 75 nurses with their DNPs in the
past three years.

A. How we train physicians to be excellent practitioners
and leaders in healthcare of the future is extremely
important—if not one of the most important things we
do. We have to break with the practices of the past. Our
curriculum is unique. Students get four years of clinical
training and four years of science. During the first nine
weeks, they are trained as EMTs, ride the ambulances,
and learn how to engage directly with patients. They
learn by doing—which will continue for the full four
years. It is an exciting responsibility and has universal
support across our health system.
Q. You stress mentoring; were you mentored?
A. I learned a lot from New York Governor Mario Cuomo.
He had passion and commitment and an unbelievably
analytical mind. He had the ability to not only look
ahead, but to look around corners. He gave me many
opportunities and most of the things he asked me to do
I didn’t have a clue how to do. But he gave me a chance
to do them. To this day when I ask someone to take on
a job, I never ask if they did the job before. If you only
go to people who have done something before, you will
never get anything new.

Q. How does succession planning fit into leadership
development?
A. We take succession planning very seriously because
I believe the promotion process should be open and
transparent. We have lists of people who we think can
move into leadership positions. Our administrators have
lists of people who they think could replace them. We
meet in November and discuss this list and everybody
knows who is on the list behind them. This transparency
is important. It promotes teamwork, leadership
development, and communication. If we are going to do
an excellent job of preparing people to be promoted,
then we need to be transparent.

Q. What drives you?
A. I suffer from what some would say is a major defect
but I think can be a great advantage: I am never fully
satisfied. My background taught me to never believe that
something cannot be done —that everything is possible
and you should always be raising the bar. I have been
lucky and as a result, I believe I have a responsibility to
constantly try to make things better. We only travel this
road once—so why not make the best of it.
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