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Nurturing the Gene Pool

Excellence, innovation and financial success all thrive in an environment of optimism - not in one of cynicism and blame. 

A great thick-trunked tree grows on Baltimore's blighted east side. Every academic medical center in America has the genetic code of Johns Hopkins in its sap along with that of its founders, Osler, Halsted and Welch. It was Johns Hopkins that gave American medicine the triangle on whose three corners were inscribed research, teaching and patient care. Hopkins leadership keeps those three corners in proper balance today as it has from the beginning.
Springing out of the farm fields of Rochester, Minn., stands another tree. Its branches and roots weave into every multispecialty group practice of any importance in America. Mayo Clinic's genes are inscribed on its walls as well as in the hearts and minds of every one of its employees, including its physicians - patients first, teamwork, organization, physician leadership, professional management, humility. When Will and Charlie Mayo's model was introduced to U.S. medicine, it met stiff resistance from a tradition of rabid independence. But it held its ground and blossomed.

In Houston, there stands another tree. This one has pioneering technology written into its DNA. It sprang up Texas-style, brash and scrappy, disrespectful of established traditions and protocols, propelled by the energy of a couple of heart surgeons who eventually stood astride two immense institutions on the same campus. Denton Cooley and Michael DeBakey infused Houston with a reputation that drew patients from around the world. The Methodist Hospital and St. Luke's Episcopal produced a steady flow of genetic material for heart programs worldwide. 
What happened in Baltimore, Rochester and Houston bears reflection. U.S. health care suffers from a lack of constructive introspection. Thousands of pages have been written about what's wrong with U.S. health care. But far too little good gets said.

Health care in the United States is a unique, durable and vital enterprise. There is nothing like it in the world. Every day jets from a hundred lands point their noses toward the United States and carry passengers to institutions that continue to be filled with hope and promise. Increasingly, the American health enterprise fuels robust local and regional economies. Peel back the view of American health care as a gaping black hole swallowing the nation's prosperity and you'll find the largest employers in most cities and towns. You'll also find an innovation engine that spurs research and scientific discovery while adding two decades of life expectancy for the average American since the turn of the century.

What is common to each of these gene pools is a pervasive spirit of optimism - a mind-set and work ethic that suggests solutions are possible, and if not solutions, at least improvement. It is in many ways the reverberation of the same spirit that carved railroads across a vast American wilderness. It is the continuing echo of the same spirit that put a man on the moon and cured polio. It is the scientist, the engineer and the manager who never stop seeing the possible.

Walk into Mayo Clinic in Rochester at 7:30 in the morning and you'll be accompanied by hundreds of people who showed up without an appointment and with an expectation that they would be cared for before the sun sets that same day. And they will have their expectations met. You'll be in the halls not only of superior medicine but also superior management. Every organization in the world can benefit from studying how Mayo manages the care of the planet's most complex organism and does it in the context of one of the most complex socio-political-economic environments confronting any enterprise.

Only through introspection and self-criticism can any organization hope to improve. But all self‑examination is shaped by expectations. We tend to see what we expect. And if all we expect is the flawed and inadequate, surely that's all we'll find. Yet, if self-criticism can be balanced against an appreciation of accomplishments and persistent optimism about the future, American health care can continue to deliver a flood of value not only to the nation's citizens but also to the world. Absent such balance, the future is a bleak place filled with the too often self-fulfilling expectation of failure. We have a choice to make in health care and its consequences were well-described by Shakespeare in Julius Caesar:

"There is a tide in the affairs of men
Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;
Omitted, all the voyage of their life
Is bound in shallows and in miseries."
Surely, shallows and miseries lie ahead if destructive cynicism always trumps constructive confidence. What could be lost and never recovered is the resolve set forth in 1984 by then-chairman of the board of governors of the Cleveland Clinic Foundation, William Kiser, M.D., as he reflected on the future: "Whatever is to be, the members of the professional staff of the Cleveland Clinic Foundation face the future with optimism and with an undiminished commitment to excellence in health care through group effort." It is a commitment Cleveland Clinic's former CEO, Floyd Loop, M.D., transformed into explosive growth in a decaying neighborhood. And it is an echo of the optimism that Will Mayo articulated decades before when he warned that: "The ills of today must not cloud the horizon of tomorrow."

Cynicism and blame foster an ecology where great trees may grow in relative isolation but fail to become great forests. In such an environment, triumphs are sometimes shared but mistakes rarely are. The liability of admitting mistakes is too great. A litigious society feeds on mistakes. And self-absorption is easier than collaboration. So a few mighty trees stand alone.

But a gene pool in isolation becomes weak over time. The vitality of the pool depends on importing the new while preserving what is essential from the old. Unfortunately, sharing is inhibited throughout American health care. As a result, its limbs of most of its trees may never reach the sunlit sky.
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