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CEOs in ghSmart’s study scored high 
on integrity, and 97% scored high on 
work ethics. Similarly, some traits 
were especially significant in certain 
ways while not in others. High con-
fidence, for example, more than dou-
bled a candidate’s chance of being 
selected as a CEO; yet, it provided no 
advantage in performance on the job. 
Significantly, too, the study found 

zero correlation between high-per-
formance and educational pedigree. 
Only 7% of those who fell in the 
high-performing group had an under-
graduate Ivy League education, and 
8% had no college degree.
 Approximately 50% of the CEOs 
in the ghSmart study who received an 
A (on a scale of A, B, or C) had distin-
guished themselves in more than one 
of the four behaviors identified as es-
sential, while only 5% of the weakest 
CEOs had done so. The four behaviors 
that correlated most significantly with 
success will sound relatively simple, 
but they are, apparently, difficult to 
practice with consistency. These be-
haviors are: (1) making decisions with 
speed and conviction (2) engaging for 

Merriam-Webster de-
fines a Chief Execu-
tive Officer (CEO) 
as  the execut ive 
with the chief deci-

sion-making authority in an organi-
zation or business. This position can 
include a myriad of responsibilities 
from managing the overall opera-
tions and resources of a business to 
being the public face of the company. 
Obviously, a doctor who is in solo 
practice or one who functions as the 
primary decision-maker for a group 
practice is the CEO of that practice. 
The skill sets possessed by successful 
CEOs will benefit any doctor who is a 
partner in a group, chairs a medical 
committee or department, has leader-
ship responsibilities in a professional 
association, or is entrepreneurially 
oriented and involved with some 
type of healthcare “side business.” In 
fact, if you were to look at the list of 
skills commonly cited as being essen-
tial to the CEO position, you would 
find that many of these are import-
ant for doctors focused solely on the 
clinical aspect of medicine as well as 
entrepreneurially focused ones.
 The following is a “short list” of 
those traits most often cited as essen-
tial to a CEO’s success: (1) integrity, 
(2) a sound set of ethics, (3) good 
communication skills, (4) open-mind-
edness, (5) approachability, (6) trans-
parency, (7) a focus on growth, (8) 
decisiveness, (9) creativity, (10) fear-
lessness, (11) a willingness to collabo-

rate, (12) strong leadership skills, (13) 
analytic intelligence, (14) emotional 
intelligence, (15) vision, (16) drive, 
(17) endurance, (18) empathy and 
trustworthiness, (19) a willingness to 
seek help, (20) an ability to simpli-
fy, (21) a sense of urgency, (22) an 
ability to think strategically, (23) an 
ability to build a team, (24) an ability 
to build a culture, (25) an ability to 

attract and retain employees, (26) a 
focus on detail, (27) skill for prob-
lem solving, (28) open to taking risk, 
(29) optimistic in nature, and (30) re-
sults-oriented. As you can see, many 
of these skills apply equally to being a 
successful clinician.
 Research conducted over a ten-
year period as part of ghSmart’s CEO 
Genome Project identified four spe-
cific attributes which differentiated 
high-performing CEOs (executives 
meeting or exceeding expectations) 
from lower-performing ones. While 
the 30 skills listed above are certainly 
important, they merely represent the 
“price of entry” for the CEO posi-
tion, and every skill does not cor-
relate with strong performance. For 
example, 100% of low-performing 

These actions are the keys to accomplishments.
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THE LAST WORD IN PRACTICE ECONOMICS

According to data from the study, CEOs described as 
“decisive” (those who decide with speed and conviction) 

were twelve times more likely to be high-performing.
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Four Essential Behaviors that 
Set Successful CEOs Apart



LAST WORD IN PRACTICE ECONOMICS

scored high on consistently follow-
ing through on their commitments. 
Three quarters of those who were 
able to produce reliable results were 
also strong on organization and plan-
ning skills, were able to make rapid 
course corrections, and surrounded 
themselves with strong teams. 60% 
of the lower performing CEOs were 
never able to get the right team in 
place quickly enough. Clearly, the 
most successful medical profession-
als too are those with strong support 
teams in place who are able to pro-
duce reliable results.
 The ghSmart study revealed that 
there is no perfect mix of these four 
essential behaviors—one that works 

for every CEO position. As mentioned 
earlier, many successful leaders were 
distinguished in more than one of 
these four behaviors, but having all 
four was not essential to success. The 
important takeaway is that there is a 
lengthy list of skills notable in suc-
cessful CEOs and leaders, and if you 
want to be consistently successful in 
your leadership role, these four most 
essential behaviors should certainly 
be at the forefront of your “action” 
list. Fortunately, all can be learned 
and improved upon over time, and 
striving to develop these behaviors 
can greatly improve your chances of 
continued success in an ever-chang-
ing healthcare environment—one 
which is dependent on decisiveness, 
the ability to engage stakeholders, 
adaptability, and reliability. PM

impact, (3) adapting proactively, and 
(4) delivering reliably. Let us take a 
closer look at these four differentiating 
behaviors.

1. Making Decisions with Speed 
and Conviction
 According to data from the 
study, CEOs described as “decisive” 
(those who decide with speed and 
conviction) were twelve times more 
likely to be high-performing. Though 
they did not make great decisions 
all the time, this study revealed that 
they do make decisions sooner, fast-
er, and with conviction. This deci-
sive behavior is important for doc-
tors to develop because the health-
care environment in which they 
work is constantly changing, chal-
lenging them to deal with unfamiliar 
situations in which decisions need 
to be made—often with incomplete 
information. In fact, waiting for the 
“perfect” information before making 
a decision can delay that decision to 
a point which assures that important 
opportunities will be missed. Often, 
a “good” decision made early is su-
perior to a greater one made too late. 
When you are faced with making a 
decision and have less than perfect 
information available to you, help-
ful questions to ask yourself can be 
gleaned from the example of a suc-
cessful CEO who, when faced with 
a difficult decision, asks him/herself 
two questions: “What will the im-
pact be if I get it wrong?” and “How 
much will it hold other things up if I 
don’t move on this?”

2. Engaging for Impact
 Once a decision is made and 
a goal set, a CEO must set a clear 
course for going forward. To be 
successful in achieving a goal, s/he 
must first get buy-in from his/her 
employees and other stakeholders. 
Succeeding in this endeavor requires 
an understanding of the employees’ 
and stakeholders’ needs and motiva-
tions along with an ability to align 
those needs with the goals of the 
business. Interestingly, CEOs who 
were successful in engaging stake-
holders did not invest their energy 
in “being liked.” In fact, the study 

found that those concerned with 
“being liked” were commonly identi-
fied as lower-performing CEOs. Also, 
when tackling contentious issues, the 
high-performing leaders did not seek 
consensus-driven decision-making. 
They tended to feel that the consen-
sus process is too slow and often 
ends up achieving the lowest com-
mon denominator. What successful 
CEOs do is give everyone a voice, but 
not a vote.

3. Adapting Proactively
 Analysis following this study 
showed that CEOs who excelled at 
adapting were 6.7 times more likely 
to succeed. When asked what dif-

ferentiates effective CEOs, Dominic 
Barton, global managing partner 
for McKinsey & Company, stated, 
“It’s dealing with situations that 
are not in the playbook. As a CEO, 
you are constantly faced with sit-
uations where a playbook simply 
cannot exist. You’d better be ready 
to adapt.” As do doctors in prac-
tice, CEOs need to divide their time 
between short, medium, and long-
term planning. This study found that 
the adaptable CEOs spent 50% of 
their time doing long-term thinking 
while others spent only 30% of their 
time doing so. Adaptable CEOs, rec-
ognizing that setbacks are likely, 
treat their mistakes as opportunities 
for learning and growth. Those in 
this study who considered setbacks 
as failures had 50% less chance of 
thriving, while 90% of the strong 
CEO candidates scored high on deal-
ing with setbacks.

4. Delivering Reliably
 The ability to reliably and con-
sistently produce results was seen 
as the most powerful of the four es-
sential CEO behaviors. In fact, CEOs 
who scored high on reliability were 
fifteen times more likely to succeed. 
94% of the strong CEOs analyzed 

The ability to reliably and consistently 
produce results was seen as the most powerful of the 

four essential CEO behaviors.

Behaviors (from page 137)
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