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“Leaders cannot command great performance,
they can only create the conditions.”

Paul O’Neill
CEO, Alcoa

Past Secretary of the Treasury, United States of America
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As a leader, what conditions do you create?

Reflect individually
Share with your neighbor

Share with group
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High Performing Clinical Microsystems 
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Improvement and Leadership
• Over twenty years of improvement work consistently 

demonstrates the importance of leadership at all levels of the 
organization to support front line improvement.

• Research on high performing care units shows 
leadership matters
(Leaders were coaching in original research)

• Improvement and change efforts 
without leadership attention and follow up 
often is not as successful as it might be

Macro

Meso

Micro

Understand each level…
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Current and changing reality
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When we connect things that don’t match...

The Economist
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“Systems…are enabling mechanisms only. 
It is the ethical dimension of individuals that is 
essential to a system's success.” 

Toward the end of his life, Donabedian recognized and worried about the 
“industrial model” of quality improvement in health care. 

Avedis Donabedian, MD, MPH
1919-2000

a towering figure in the field of research on quality in health care, was asked 
for his final thoughts on quality shortly before his death in 2000. 
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Citizenship

“The biggest untapped resources in the health system are not 
doctors but users. We need systems that allow people and 

patients to be recognised as producers and participants, not 
just receivers of systems … 

At the heart of the approach, users will play a far larger role in 
helping to identify needs, propose solutions, test them out 

and implement them, together.”

Design Council, 2004
The Patient Compact will support this
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VUCA
• Volatility-pricing 
• Uncertainty-outcomes forcing different plans/paralyzing 

leaders 
• Complexity-operating a business in a dynamic global economy 

within hyper-complex organizational structures which can 
suppress leader desires to collaborate, simplify and perform

• Ambiguity-vague or changing business strategies leading to 
frustration, conflict and directionless activities

Master the art of leadership 
during transformational times
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• Simplicity- simplify the complex to the most salient points.  
Focus on the goal and what needs to happen and prevent 
yourself and team from engaging in unproductive behaviors.
– “What is the goal in this situation?” and “What’s standing in the way 

of achieving that goal?”

• Vulnerability- trust others with their real selves, admit you 
”don’t know”
– Gather great minds together to solve a problem you are ill-equipped 

to address alone. Show your sense of self and humor.

New Leadership Skills
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• Resilience- accept what has occurred, anchor into the 
organization’s values, reflect on lessons learned through 
missteps, and focus on how to execute with your newly 
discovered wisdom. 
– You don’t always need to be right.
– Admit to and learn from your mistakes quickly so you and your team 

can move on to the next opportunity.
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• Yes, along with some time. 
• Where else are you spending your time that could be as 

important as enabling the success of your people during times 
of large-scale transformation and success of your team?

Does Re-Tooling Take Commitment?
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Leader, Leading, Leadership

• Build Knowledge
• Take Action
• Review & Reflect

clinicalmicrosystem.orgclinicalmicrosystem.org

© Trustees of Dartmouth College, The Dartmouth Institute Microsystem Academy http://clinicalmicrosystem.org 17

Building Knowledge

• Observe actual work in the actual 
context; experience the work of 
others

• Have a predictable presence

• Show interest in follow-up

• Lead learning as needed

• Focus on “what” not “who”

• Encourage proactive thinking 

• Share your own theories, 
assumptions

• Create predictable “space” for 
communication in the midst of 
busy-ness

• Foster inquiry by everyone and a 
common language for the 
common work

• Use data to characterize 
problems, foster change

• Share information and ideas

• Focus on the “people”
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Citizens/Families
MD, NP, RN, NA

RT, PT, Nutritionist,
Social Worker

Receptionists

Hospitalization

Home/Community

Specialty Appointments

School

Process and Clinical Outcomes

The Catwalk of Health

Have you been on your 
“catwalk” to “see” health?
What happens? 
Who does what when?
How are citizens involved?

Learn about the 
“technical/mechanical
” aspects of care
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Taking Action

• Lead by example

• Ask others to do only what you 
would do yourself

• Be clear about what needs to be 
done and invite people to 
contribute to how it might be done

• Recognize and take steps to 
enable the potential of people

• Treat people with respect

• Build process knowledge, 
including the underlying 
rationale for the process

• Be reliably available and 
accessible

• Foster an environment of 
respect and love for your 
patients

• Tell the truth about what isn’t 
working well

• Offer room for others to solve 
the problem 
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Review & Reflect

• Create regular time for 
communication, conversation about 
the work

• Create a safe place where truthful 
conversations about the facts of 
performance can occur

• Ground conversations in reality

• Be mindful of the “signature” of 
your unit

• Explore the relation between joy 
and success

• Be explicit about the 
contributions people can make to 
work 

• Remember those served by the 
microsystem

• Define success in a way that 
serves future as well as present
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Edgar Schein

23

Professor Emeritus at the MIT Sloan School of 
Management
Field of organizational development in many 
areas, including career development, group 
process consultation, and organizational culture.

“Behavior is very situational…so change the situation”
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3 types of humility

• Social Life “elders & dignitaries”

• Professional Life “awe of 

achievements”

• Here and Now  “when I’m dependent 

on you” (actually need many helpers)

Leadership is about Relationships
Level Minus 1: Total impersonal domination and coercion
Level 1: Transactional role and rule-based supervision, service, and most forms of “professional” 

helping relationships
Level 2: Personal cooperative, trusting relationships as in friendships and in effective teams
Level 3: Emotionally intimate total mutual commitments



11/18/2019

5

clinicalmicrosystem.orgclinicalmicrosystem.org

© Trustees of Dartmouth College, The Dartmouth Institute Microsystem Academy http://clinicalmicrosystem.org 25

Role-based Transactions

• Transactional concept of how people should work together
– “You have your role, I have my role”
– Relationship distance erodes processes and systems
– Challenges include practical and theoretical

• Move from role-base transactions to personal relationships
– “Personize”  get to know each other-ask questions about each other
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Helping and Humble Inquiry
“Telling makes people feel inferior 
and reduces communication and 
organizational effectiveness suffers.”

“We live in a culture of 
Doing and Telling.” 

Central concern of helper is 
to improve the ability of the 
one or ones being “helped” 
to increase their own ability 

to help themselves
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Help, Helper, Helping

• Consciously trying to help someone else to accomplish something
• Understanding is needed for the helper to know when to offer help and what 

would be helpful if asked for help.
• Dynamics of helping relationships

– Trust
– What helper must do to ensure that help is provided
– What any recipient must do to facilitate the process

• Helping
– Process that underlies cooperation, collaboration and many forms of altruistic behavior.
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Schein
• The helping relationship begins to build because of the interest the 

helper conveys through humble inquiry.
• Equilibrate the relationship and not be “one up”
• “Save face” with respectful communications
• “If you can find the place where the others are and begin there, 

then you can perhaps have the good fortune of leading them to the 
place where you are”
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Helping Reflection 
Think about a time you thought you were being 

helpful and the situation didn’t go well

•Take some notes 
•Share with your neighbor
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Edgar Schein
“Humble inquiry is based 
on interest and curiosity 
and wanting to be caring.

It is an attitude”
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Leaders

• …will be more successful using Humble Inquiry 
because complex interdependent tasks require building 
relationships with front line teams to facilitate good 
communication.  

• Without good communication organizations can be neither 
effective nor safe.

• Humble inquiry is creating a climate in which you display, through 
your asking genuine questions, an interest in the other person so 
that they will want to tell you the truth about what really is going 
on in the daily work of care. 
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Humble Inquiry
• Telling puts the other person down.  It implies that the other person does 

not already know what I am telling and that the other person ought to 
know it.

• Humble Inquiry is investing in people by spending some of your attention 
up front.

• Your humble inquiries (questions) are conveying to other people, 
“I am prepared to listen to you and am making myself vulnerable to you.”

Watch a video of Edgar Schein discussing Humble Inquiry: 
http://tdi-dartmouth.adobeconnect.com/p55g0l74b9i/
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Create Psychological Safety

#1 issue in 
employee 
engagement 
surveys
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Psychological Safety
• Trusting workplaces perform better
• Providing candid feedback, openly admitting mistakes, taking 

risks and learning from each other
• Leaders who do this well, they’re anything but soft. They’re 

driven, they’re passionate, they’re compelling, but they’re not 
soft. They do have empathy.                   Amy Edmondson, Harvard

• Leaders should use humble inquiry.  Organizations will not 
achieve the levels of safety and staff satisfaction unless leaders 
are genuine and sincere in using humble inquiry.        

Edgar Schein, MIT
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Five Changes Leaders Make to Develop an 
Improvement Culture

Key behavioral dimensions that are essential for fostering a 
cultural of continuous improvement

– Willingness

– Humility

– Curiosity

– Perseverance

– Self-discipline
Toussaint & Ehrlich April 2017
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Becoming a Continuous Improvement 
Leader

• Takes coaching and lots of practice

• Become better leaders by “acting your way into thinking”

– Share personal stories and challenges with another leader to build a 

trusting relationship and be able to share inner most thoughts about 

real world issues
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Willingness
• Recognize change is required to result in willingness to change
• Leaders cannot address unproductive organizational traits (redirected 

blame, autocracy, etc.) without being open to extricating these traits 
from themselves. 
– Positive change requires a state of readiness for making personal changes that 

improve your interactions with others

Action:  Engage in self-reflection for 10 minutes every week.
What in my actions this week led to better thinking on behalf of my 

team about problems? 
Did my questions unleash the thinking capacity of my team, or did 

I blame them for not following up on my specific ideas? 
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Humility
• 105 small-to-medium companies in a comparative study found that humility 

was the best determinant of process and outcome performance.
• Capacity for humility is essential when staff are often more expert than the 

leader in particular areas.
• Effective leaders do not have all the answers and are willing to “go see” in the 

place where work actually happens. Go to “gemba”
• Many leaders have difficulty setting aside their preconceived ideas to learn 

from frontline doctors, nurses, and technicians who have firsthand experience 
in dealing with issues. 

Action:  Proactively examine interactions with others.
Did I ask questions that elicited the best thinking of the person or team with 
whom I interacted? 
Were there implied answers in my questions? 
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Curiosity
• Effective leaders know they do not have all the answers…
• Respect staff by asking open-ended questions and seeking input
• Be curious about staff stories

– Background  and current state
– Define problems and identify a target issue
– Why does the problem exist?
– Identify possible experiments

Action:  Go to staff and ask:  Did I unleash the creativity of my team by 
asking them about how things work and how they should work? 
Did I see barriers I could remove that would allow them to solve the 
problems they face? 
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Perseverance
• Persistence to attack any problem and the belief that no problem is 

unsolvable 
• Changing one’s behavior requires resilience and the persistence to attack 

any personal problem
• Learning a new skill requires a teacher and practice
• Learning to be a continuous improvement leader is no different. 
Action:  Have I gone to where value is created to observe, show respect, 
and encourage the staff?” 
Did I ask someone to observe my behavior and give me feedback this 
week? Have I established a confidant with whom I can share my 
behavioral struggles? 
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Self-discipline
• Sustained great results depend upon building a culture full of self-

disciplined people who take disciplined action (Good to Great, Jim 
Collins)

• Such a culture develops out of effective leader standards
• Management of setting expectations
• Condition yourself to a habit of self-discipline in thought and action 
Action:  Is there anything on my calendar this week that will add value to 
the patients we serve? 
Have I gone to where value is created to observe, show respect, and 
encourage the staff? 
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1
Rare,

undeveloped,
indifferent

2
Irregular,

experimental,
apparent

3
Frequent,

predictable,
moderate

4
Consistent,

stable,
persistent

5
Uniform,
mature,

tenacious

Willingness

Reflection

Humility

Go see

Curiosity

Asking effective questions

Active listening

A3 thinking

Perseverance

Buddy system

Have a coach

Self-discipline

Leader standard work

Five Behavioral Actions
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Five Behavioral Actions Radar
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• How might you begin to reflect on today and be open to leadership 
improvement and change?

• Who might you “buddy” with to share your journey?
• Are there specific behaviors you learned about today you might 

want to work on?
• The fastest way to change yourself is to spend time with people 

who are already the way you want to be.

Leadership
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Leaders Create Conditions
• Determine the vision and strategic improvement plan
• Develop clear organizational improvement method, processes and 

tools
• Practice Humble Inquiry
• Define and set expectations for “Integrated Support Team” 

– IT, HR, Coaching, Education, Environmental

• Block and tackle in the organization
• Create psychological safety in word and action
• Figure out finances to find time and space to learn and practice 

improvement
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Summary
• Leaders have the choice to make the time to develop as leaders of 

improvement
• Leaders can “stop the madness” and learn, act & reflect
• Leaders can create agency and also promote agency in others
• Leaders can coach Ikigai and create psychological safety (humble 

inquiry)

• Research shows development of leaders lead to increased 
leadership ability to create conditions for successful improvement

• 5 Behavioral improvements for leaders can provide focused 
development opportunities

• Team coaching can support leadership skills develoment
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“Leaders cannot command great 
performance,

they can only create the conditions.”

Paul O’Neill
CEO, Alcoa

Past Secretary of the Treasury, United States of America
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The Way It Is
There’s a thread you follow
It goes among things that change.
But it doesn’t change.
People wonder about what you are pursuing.
You have to explain about the thread
But it is hard for others to see.
While you hold it you can’t get lost
Tragedies happen
People get hurt or die
And you suffer and get old.
Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding.
You don’t ever let go of the thread.

-William Spafford
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Thank you

www.clinicalmicrosystem.org


