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At last--a book that unabashedly recognizes that the Health Care Manager (HCM) is indispensable. It is no surprise, however, that not everyone agrees with this premise. When I recently shared this book with a physician HCM (i.e., health care facility CEO) he expressed doubt as to the validity of the idea that a “manager” would be indispensable. It was tempting to point out that the success of his organization over the years had a lot more to do with his innate people skills and the knowledge, skills and dedication of his HCM staff than with his professional clinical pedigree, but that will have to wait for another time.  For now, I am content in noting that over some four decades as an HCM I have been witness to the turbulence, change and industrial challenges so well highlighted in the this book.  And, more amazingly, lived to read about it. In this respect the authors, themselves quite experienced in “walking the walk,” do an exceptional job of bringing these issues to life for their readers.  The more “experienced” or cynical types might react to the brief issues review with a “what else is new“ pronouncement. For those currently in the professional centrifuge it might provide a jolt of perspective. For those now entering the fray--those aspiring to pick up the pieces of an industry scattered about the landscape--it just might give some sense of direction.

Clearly, ours is not a profession for the timid, but there is hope.  And that, my dear health care manager brethren, is what the book is about. It is about building a stronger personal capacity for management; about helping HCMs identify strengths and weaknesses; and it is about assisting the reader in gaining a better perspective of where one is at on the management spectrum. There are certainly a number of books on the market that seek to do these things, but this one is above average. Perhaps that is why it was honored as book of the year by another professional HCM association.

     The authors assert, “today’s health care manager needs to be a versatile, flexible, multitalented leader.” Ok, but have not all those academic and professional experiences prepared them for such a challenge. Apparently not. Many HCMs I know are frustrated. They are not unlike some of the HCMs quoted in this book. They “feel like a fire hydrant-complete with dog.” Or, suffer from thinking they are a “flagpole.” They stand for some really good stuff, but are planted in concrete.” Or, like fresh lettuce, they begin a new job all “perky and crisp,” only to become “wilted.” If this seems like someone important to you (an employee, your boss, or yourself) then this might be a book worth exploring. 

     The book is built around “ten role shifts” that have occurred in our environment and how we are expected to react to those shifts. These roles involve the following areas: moving from provider orientation to customer obsession; from silo thinking to organizational perspective; from directing to coaching; from status quo to courage, risk and change; from busyness to results; from telling to facilitating dialogue; from protecting turf to building relationships; from being a functional manager to a being a business leader; from regarding employees as expendable to accepting employees as precious; and from pressure and overwork to balance and perspective. The authors have filled their book with “tools” that can be used to assess thinking patterns and styles, and to construct strategies for self-improvement, moving the HCM from one side of the spectrum to the other in the above areas, as the reader focuses on “becoming the indispensable, gratified manager.” 

     The authors point out that many HCMs are “willing and able” to function in their respective positions. But, at the same time, they have provided a graphic that shows that HCMs often do this within the context of organizational and environmental boundaries that have expanded beyond the manager’s physical and conceptual grasp. Old patterns of thinking, assessing and decision-making that worked adequately in the past are not going cut it today. We have all heard that we need to learn how to “work smarter not harder.”  This book appears to be dedicated to such a proposition.  In the modern health care organization (HCOs) it is the HCM that makes the difference. Studies have shown that “magnet” HCOs exist because of the attitudes and skills of HCMs. It is the HCMs who orchestrate the recruitment, development and retention of scarce talent and resources. It is HCMs who stimulate innovation, encourage strategic options, encourage production, and create magnet work environments. Ask any ten nurses who have left their jobs or the profession why they did so, and eight to nine will tell you in a heartbeat it is because of management issues. No amount of money or number of schools will fix that sort of problem. New perspectives on management philosophy and actions might. It is an idea worth exploring. Get the book. 

