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L E S S O N  3 0

Engage and Al ign 
with Physic ians

No one argues with doing what is right for patients. The 
art of servant leadership is finding ways to make it easier 

for members of the healthcare team to operationalize. 
The best leaders respond with “How?” not “No.”

—Jonathon D.  Truwit ,  MD, MBA,  
enterpr i se  chie f  medical  o f f icer  and senior  administ rat ive  dean,  

Froedtert  &  the  Medical  Col lege  o f  Wiscons in,  Mi lwaukee

Physician–administrator relationships are often 
cast as adversarial, even diametrically opposed. But why? Perhaps 
strong professional boundaries, confusing payment structures, dif-
ferent foci, unaligned processes, and practice incentives cause the 
divide.

However, the two groups are basically in sync. The physician 
wants the best possible care for her patients. And although admin-
istrators are necessarily more wedded to the organization’s bottom 
line, they want exactly the same thing. So acknowledging at the 
outset that their goals align is a positive place to begin.

How well you work with physicians is a major predictor of how 
successful you’ll be as a healthcare executive. Many administrators 
who are successful at forging strong, honest, and respectful relation-
ships with physicians are granted oversight of their organization’s 
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hiring decisions because they’ve got a good track record of devel-
oping close personal and professional bonds.

When you engage and align yourself with physicians, you 
establish partnerships that make for the best patient care possible. 
So how do you do that?

•	 Understand what physicians want. Administrators 
should view problems from the physicians’ vantage as well 
as their own and come up with solutions that give a nod 
to both sides. If you don’t have a sense of what physicians 
want, ask. Be clear about what’s at stake, and listen. Make 
sure that decisions aren’t of the winner-take-all variety. 
Compromise so that both sides get something they want 
and no one feels they got the short end of the stick.

•	 Build relationships. Get to know your physicians. Ask 
them to describe the problems they face, and then help 
them find routes to meaningful and permanent solutions. 
Be the first to offer support for an issue, and grant favors 
that are within your power, big and small. Be a servant 
leader—someone who makes it easier for doctors to do 
their job. And be humble about it. Your ethic and efforts 
will be valued, remembered, and likely returned in kind.

•	 Stand tall in your own skin while still maintaining 
humility. Don’t be fearful, intimidated, or starstruck 
by physicians’ knowledge, power, or multiple academic 
degrees; they are human beings with pasts, wishes, 
fears, and goals just like you. Dealing comfortably with 
smart, successful physicians is crucial for your career as a 
healthcare executive. Remember, their role is different but 
not necessarily more important. So be confident in your 
dealings with physicians. Like anyone, physicians can smell 
intimidation and may use it to their advantage—or as an 
excuse not to take you seriously.
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•	 Do what you say you will do. Doctors and administrators 
often work in different time zones when it comes to 
decision making. Physicians need information for the 
diagnosis and treatment of their patients and often make 
decisions on the spot with the data they have. Thus, a 
physician may make numerous decisions about multiple 
patients in the same 30-minute visit to a patient floor. 
Administrators, on the other hand, need to get input and 
buy-in from others and must spend time investigating 
problems and researching apt solutions before solidifying 
their decision. For example, an administrator may 
spend many months working on next year’s budget. So 
remember doctors’ time constraints, and if you say you 
will get back to them, do it—or else you’ll lose credibility. 
Be as prompt as possible.

•	 Be flexible and accommodating. It’s the nature of the 
beast: Physicians have chaotic, intensely busy days with 
back-to-back patients, and they often have trouble making 
it to your office on time—or even during the business 
day. Therefore, go where they are: Be available when they 
have some downtime between surgeries, meet them in 
the doctors’ lounge, or stop by their office after their last 
patient of the day. Don’t make a big deal about bending 
over backwards—simply anticipate that you’ll need to 
accommodate them.

•	 Speak respectfully to and about your physician 
colleagues. Never complain about physicians to anyone, 
and never engage in conflict with a doctor in public. Your 
physician colleagues must feel that you are trustworthy 
and respectful and that you value them, their role, and 
their work. Expect the same of them.

•	 Do your best to involve physicians in decisions and 
plans. Often, physicians are brought in at the last minute 
to approve a new piece of equipment, lend support for a 
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new program, or confirm a forthcoming policy change. 
They’re busy, of course. But although they may not be 
able to attend meetings or thoroughly read the material 
you send to them, they do likely want to be involved in 
decisions that affect their work. Figure out how to include 
them in your organization’s processes and decisions early 
on so that it’s not a fire drill for support when decision 
time comes.

•	 Identify and ally yourself with informal physician 
leaders. A few physicians have powerful medical and 
social influence—as well as the intense respect of their 
colleagues. Though it may not be readily apparent early 
on in your tenure who these individuals are—particularly 
given that many thought leaders aren’t necessarily the 
most vocal—do your best to seek them out and establish 
rapport and trust with them.

•	 Be consistent in your messages. Sometimes a healthcare 
manager says no to a physician, and the physician then 
appeals to the CEO, who reverses the decision. This kind 
of sequence not only disempowers the original manager; it 
also undermines respect for other managers and sends the 
message to physicians that the administrative team lacks 
consensus. Before saying yes or no to a physician’s request, 
limit your authority by saying that you need to check with 
others who know more about the issue than you. 

•	 Reward and recognize. Physicians offer a great deal of 
themselves, their time, and their energy to patient care 
and service for your organization, and although they enjoy 
a certain degree of glory, everyone likes to be thanked. 
You can recognize physicians’ commitment in both 
financial and nonmonetary ways, but remember that a 
financial reward must come in tandem with a meaningful 
thank-you (especially given that a $1,000 bonus on its 
own might seem a little anemic to a physician making 
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six figures). Sending a handwritten thank-you note is 
an effective and memorable way to personalize your 
appreciation for a physician.

Early in your career, get in the habit of learning as much as you 
can about your physician colleagues, both personally and profes-
sionally. Learn the language of and be interested in medicine as 
best you can. Read about health issues, and express genuine curios-
ity about what the doctors you work with do and face. Ask if you 
can spend time observing them in the operating room or accom-
panying them on rounds. 

Remember, you’re both there for the same reason: to do what 
is best for the patient. 

EXERCISE 1

Spend time with physicians. Learn what they do. Ask to observe 
them in the operating room or on rounds.

EXERCISE 2

Learn the clinical language of physicians. Take a medical termi-
nology course. Practice reading the operating room schedule and 
looking up words you don’t know.
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