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limbing the healthcare leadership ladder – especially with today’s 
financial, workforce, and operational pressures nipping at your 
heels – can be as risky as it is rewarding. Increasing levels of 

responsibility bring both opportunities for success and potential peril at 
progressively higher levels on the organization chart. For those who make 
it to the top, the move from vice president to CEO is the biggest, toughest 
transition healthcare professionals will make during their careers. 

Hiring a new chief executive is a pivotal, high‑stakes 
event for healthcare organizations, too. Boards, 
medical staffs, and communities expect new CEOs to 
deliver immediate results. But underlying 
organizational culture faults and conflicting priorities 
among key constituencies can easily cause the first 
year to become a period of uncertainty, 
misalignment, and lost momentum. 

Organizations make a significant investment in the 
executive recruitment process to find and hire the 
best possible individual to assume the leadership 
reigns. Forward-thinking boards and health systems 
recognize that making an additional investment in 
targeted, dedicated support during the CEO’s critical 
first year can help ensure their investment in 
recruitment and selection pays off.  

This Stamp & Chase LeaderBriefing explores the risks 
and rewards that come with a new CEO 
appointment, both for the individual and the 
organization. The second half of this white paper 
introduces our new comprehensive, structured 
approach to confronting the unique challenges that 
come with hiring a new chief executive officer. 
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A Personal Message 
No individual is ever 100% ready to 
step into their first CEO job. Even with 
years of experience in the C-suite of 
successful organizations, new 
executives are immediately thrown 
into situations that carry significantly 
more risk than they have assumed 
alone in the past. That was my 
experience when I was named a 
hospital CEO when I was 37 years old. 

Drawing from personal experience 
and years of helping organizations 
improve leadership performance, our 
new Executive Compass helps an 
organization and the talented 
individual they hire as CEO reduce 
that inherent risk, providing an 
foundation for immediate and long-
term success.  

 

 

Burl Stamp, FACHE 
President/Founder, Stamp & Chase 
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Why is a CEO’s first year so challenging? 
The person at the top of an organization carries tremendous responsibility 
on their shoulders. Expectations are high, and the margin for error is 
small, especially during the first year on the job. The fact that the Year 1 
issues described below are often ones that no one in the organization likes 
to admit or talk about – especially with the new boss – makes overcoming 
them even more challenging but essential for long-term success. 

Expectations are sometimes unrealistic 

CEO searches are long, exhaustive processes that create high hopes 
among both internal and external constituencies for what the new leader 
will bring to the organization. When physicians and hospital staff harbor 
frustration around long-standing issues – which can range from 
compensation to the capital budget to the lack of an aggressive 
advertising campaign – they may expect the new CEO to immediately 
address and fix these issues overnight. And that, of course, will be 
impossible. 

Not everyone is pulling for the new boss to be successful 

For a variety of reasons, some individuals may greet the new CEO with at 
best lukewarm support. If internal candidates for the position were not 
selected, they understandably are disappointed, and that disappointment 
can make it more difficult for them to be fully supportive. 

Additionally, the executive team may have had different ideas about who 
their new boss should be than the board, which potentially creates 
tension. 

Finally, medical staff leaders in some organizations believe that the next 
CEO should be a physician. If that doesn’t happen, they may be especially 
critical of early missteps or a perceived lack of attention to their specific 
issues. Conversely, if the new CEO is a physician, the medical staff may 
believe that all their issues will be addressed and solved immediately. 

Even when the culture is weak, it can’t be changed overnight 

An incoming CEO may quickly recognize faults in the organization’s 
underlying culture that are hampering long-term success. But an 
organization’s culture has been built over many years, then reinforced 
every day by common beliefs, practices, and behaviors. Like an older 
building, when the foundation is terribly cracked and deteriorating, fixing 
it must be approached wisely and carefully to avoid destroying what’s 
built above. 
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Context is as important as content 
in early decision-making 
The strategic and operational changes needed to either turn around a 
struggling organization or accelerate success of a thriving one may seem 
crystal clear to a new CEO. High priorities voiced by the governing board, 
health system corporate leadership, and/or medical staff leaders will 

tempt the incoming executive to jump in with both 
feet and make substantive changes. 

But below the surface, the water a new president 
dives into may contain hidden undercurrents and risks 
that will stymie or even sink initiatives that on the 
surface make perfect strategic sense. Understanding 
the extent of these unseen hazards can be challenging 
even for experienced leaders. 

Smart incoming CEOs consider the following three questions to assess the 
organizational environment they are diving into: 

• Will the existing culture embrace or resist my leadership style, 
strategic initiatives, and operational improvement priorities? 

• Is the current senior leadership group a highly-functioning team 
that’s ready individually and collectively to support and 
successfully implement new programs and management 
approaches? 

• Is the management team below the c-suite well-prepared and 
capable of successfully implementing fresh ideas and new 
initiatives, especially given increasing healthcare workforce 
challenges? 

Considering these questions out of the gate helps a new president 
develop a clear, compelling vision for the future that considers not just 
what needs to be done but more importantly how to implement change 
so that it is embraced and delivers the desired results. 

Answering these nuanced questions is prudent but not necessarily easy. 
Because underlying cultural and talent issues within an organization are 
not always obvious, it is difficult for a new CEO to assess these concerns 
alone, especially when many in the organization may be working hard to 
defend or cover up past practices. A structured approach with an 
experienced external partner makes this assessment more efficient and 
effective. 
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Introducing Executive Compass 
 

Like walking a tight rope for the first time, a newly appointed chief 
executive soon realizes that the role is a high-stakes endeavor with limited 
room for error. If they lean too far too quickly in either direction, the 
results can be perilous. And it often feels like you are walking that tight 
rope without a net. 

Executive Compass, Stamp & Chase’s structured 
leadership transition program for first-time healthcare 
CEOs, helps new executives find and maintain their 
professional and personal balance early in their tenure. 
During times of difficult decisions and uncertainty, 
Executive Compass also provides a safety net for CEOs, 
helping them rebound from crises or missteps and 
regain their footing quickly. 

Led by Burl Stamp, FACHE, a former hospital CEO and 
industry thought-leader on best leadership practices in 
healthcare, Executive Compass is designed to achieve 

five major objectives that are critical to a new executive’s success. While 
distinct, these five modules are also inter-related. When pursued 
together, they provide a synergistic lift to the new CEO’s leadership 
impact that makes him/her and the organization more successful. 

Strategies/Tools: 
Organizational Experience Snapshot 

 In-depth interviews with board and executive leadership 
 Focus groups with key constituencies: frontline staff, middle 

managers, providers 
 Observation in key service locations, including conversations with 

patients and families 
Organizational Culture Assessment Instrument (OCAI) 

 Research-based, widely used tool developed at the University of 
Michigan to assess dominant cultural characteristics using the 
Competing Values Framework 

 Deployed during interviews and focus groups 

 

Objective 1: 
Explore and describe dominant characteristics in the organization’s culture, identifying both 
enabling strengths and potential liabilities. 
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Deliverables: 
Comprehensive summary report and presentation of key findings 

 Initially to CEO 
 Subsequently to Board leadership and executive team 
 High-level summary provided to leaders at every level of the 

organization 
Follow up strategy session with CEO to explore implications 

Strategies/Tools: 
In-depth Conversations with Senior Leaders 

 Builds on the interviews conducted during the Organizational 
Experience Snapshot 

 Self-assessment of personal strengths and opportunities for 
improvement 

 Discussion of executive team dynamics and opportunities to 
improve collaboration and teamwork 

Gallup StrengthsFinder Assessment 
Survey instrument identifying top personal strengths/behavioral 
preferences (among 34 personas) for each executive 

Deliverables: 
Clear depiction of current executive team’s strengths and opportunities 
for improvement 

 Individual profile of top 5 strengths for each senior executive 
 Collective profile of executive team across four major leadership 

themes: Executing, Influencing, Relationship-Building, Strategic 
Thinking 

 Facilitated team development workshop to explore executive group 
profile and implications for future success 

 Summary of major strengths and potential limitations of individual 
team members 

 

  

Objective 2: 
Objectively assess individual and collective strengths, weakness, and competency/experience 
gaps among senior leadership team. 



    

Strategies/Tools: 
Personal Leadership Planning 

 Three one-hour sessions 
 Leverages key findings from cultural and individual executive team 

assessments 
 Prioritizes CEO’s personal strengths and how they can best be 

leveraged to achieve organizational success 

Deliverables: 
CEO’s personal leadership roadmap: 

 Top initial priorities, including potential obstacles to success 
 Key milestones and approaches to ongoing progress assessment 

Monthly one-hour advising sessions 
 Monitor progress 
 Problem-solve challenges 
 Adjust roadmap specifics as necessary 

Follow up strategy session with CEO to explore implications 

Strategies/Tools: 
MyTEAM® Platform Implementation 

 Conduct intensive one-day Leadership Retreat(s) to introduce T.E.A.M. 
model and confirm expectaƟons for middle managers 

 Launch MyTEAM® cloud-based soŌware plaƞorm to help middle 
managers implement and sustain best pracƟcers more easily and 
complete restructure the annual performance review process 

 Use MyTEAM® to monitor best leadership pracƟces compliance 

Deliverables: 
Leadership Retreat(s) adapted to include organization-specific content 

MyTEAM® leadership curriculum and cloud-based platform 
implementation 

 

Objective 3: 
Identify Year 1 personal priorities for CEO that will define and differentiate his/her leadership 
style and accelerate favorable standing and reputation in the organization. 

Objective 4: 
Enhance accountability among senior leaders and middle managers to achieve identified goals, 
improve operational performance, and increase loyalty/engagement. 



    

Strategies/Tools: 
Facilitated Annual Goal Development 
 Review of key performance metrics 
 Discussion and prioritization of major strategic initiatives 
 Initial, interim, and final organizational goal document, developed in a 

series of sessions 

Deliverables: 
Comprehensive organizational and executive team goals document 

 People 
 Operations/Quality 
 Growth 
 Finance 

Communication plan for larger management team and frontline staff 

Summary 
CEO leadership transitions inherently involve significant risks for both the 
new executive and for the organization he/she is joining. Especially for 
first-time CEOs, this risk can be reduced by approaching the transition in a 
structured, supportive way, helping the incoming leader anticipate, 
evaluate, and proactively respond to the immense challenges that have 
landed on their shoulders. 

 

Objective 5: 
Align strategic priorities across the leadership team to provide clear, consistent direction to 
managers and staff throughout the organization 
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