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Perspective: Top Skills for  
Top Executives
Healthcare executives must provide the vision for the future,  
but they must also engineer an executive team that is flexible 
and innovative in the face of change.

In an industry where change is the norm, the most important traits for healthcare industry executives 

are intangibles like communications skills, a vision for transformative culture change, and willingness 

to adapt to change, according to the latest HealthLeaders Media and Bank of America Merrill Lynch 

Buzz Survey. Clearly, leaders in the healthcare industry feel that in this time of acquiring, divesting, 

merging and blending, job #1 is adaptability and a strong vision for their organization.

More tangible and teachable skills like medical, financial and technological expertise neared the 

bottom of the list of important traits. It makes sense: Top executives with vision can – and must 

-- surround themselves with experts in all of these areas.  In fact, having the foresight to understand 

what you need beyond your executive skill set is a skill in itself.  Outside resources like outside legal 

counsel, technology consultants, and financial advisors round out the expertise needed by you and your 

leadership team.

Though financial expertise was ranked lower on the list of outside resources sought, the overwhelming 

motivator for seeking external financial expertise is long-term financial strategic planning. Importantly, 

leadership teams are positioning their organization for the future, shoring up liquidity and viability as 

the industry continues to consolidate. 

As you continue to develop your leadership team and outside counsel, I hope this latest Executive 

Insights Report provides valuable guidance on rounding out that all-important talent bench. 

Up next for the Executive Insight Reports will be, “Opportunities from Financial Efficiencies,” where 

we’ll delve into finding true hidden opportunities in your financial processes. More than just wringing  

another dollar out of an already lean operation, this report will delve into changes that can improve 

financial and operational performance and increase patient satisfaction.  

John Hesselmann
Senior Vice President, Specialized Industries Executive

Bank of America Merrill Lynch
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17%

17%

Charles Alston
Senior Vice President and  

Market Executive for Healthcare

Bank of America Merrill Lynch

Communication is the most important skill for an 
executive in the healthcare industry, above medical 
training, technical knowledge, and even the ability 
to understand health reform. That’s the opinion of 
healthcare executives responding to a recent survey 
regarding the value of subject expertise relative to 
so-called “soft” skills. 

“You don’t have to be a charismatic, super-commu-
nicator to be an effective leader of transformational 
change, but you do need to be articulate in com-
municating your vision,” says Charles Alston, senior 
vice president and market executive for healthcare at 
Bank of America, which cosponsored the survey with 
HealthLeaders Media. “The best leaders really think 
through how they’re going to build cohesiveness in 
their organizations. They’re methodical and inclusive.”

The survey explored which skills and expertise  
executives feel they need to have themselves, and 
which ones they can effectively outsource. Almost 
40% of survey respondents, and 52% of senior 
leaders, ranked communication skills No. 1 for 
executives to possess, and more than 80% of both 
groups ranked those skills among the top three.  

n Total (n=153)        n Senior leaders (n=58)      Multi-response

77%

OUTSIDE RESOURCES: What outside resources do you seek? 
 

Legal services

Technology consultant

Technology vendor

Business consultant

Financial advisor

Personnel services

Investment banker

86%

42%

47%

40%

32%

31%

29%

31%

20%

21%

33%
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In second place was “Vision for transformative  
cultural change, and ability to set the course for that 
change,” with 36% of respondents overall and 28% 
of senior leaders ranking it the most important skill. 

Three-quarters of both groups ranked it in the  
top three. That result isn’t surprising given the  
massive upheavals faced by so many healthcare 
organizations. “There’s more uncertainty than there 

MOST IMPORTANT EXECUTIVE SKILLS: What are the most important skills for an executive  
in the healthcare industry?

#1, #2, #3 (NET) RANK

  Total Senior Leaders

 Communication skills 84% 81% 

 Vision for transformative culture change and ability to set the course for that change 76% 76%

 Willingness to adapt to change and try new ideas 69% 67%

 Ability to understand and navigate healthcare reform and other mandates 31% 38%

 Financial expertise 25% 28%

 Technology knowledge 6% 3%

 Medical training 8% 7%

 Base 153 58

MOST IMPORTANT EXECUTIVE SKILLS: What are the most important skills for an executive  
in the healthcare industry? 

#1 RANK

  Total Senior Leaders

 Communication skills 39% 52% 

 Vision for transformative culture change and ability to set the course for that change 36% 28%

 Willingness to adapt to change and try new ideas 11% 9%

 Ability to understand and navigate healthcare reform and other mandates 7% 7%

 Financial expertise 3% 2%

 Technology knowledge 3% 2%

 Medical training 1% 2%

 Base 153 58



Kenneth Samet
President and CEO

MedStar Health

Columbia, Md

The system is also trying to change how it’s paid, 
by taking on risk as a payer. It maintains a small 
Medicaid managed care plan already, with about 
70,000 enrollees, and has been approved to offer 
a Medicare Advantage plan in the Washington 
area. Samet hopes to have one approved for  
the city of Baltimore and Baltimore County next 
year. MedStar also maintains its own health plan 
for its employees and is studying other ways to 
expand into the insurance market. 

Samet sees big changes coming for MedStar. 
Below, he talks about the role of soft skills and 
outside expertise in addressing those changes.

Hard times and soft skills

“In times of change and challenge, everyone  
has a right to be concerned. Our associates have 
mortgages and kids to put through school, and 
every day they open the paper and see another 
article on the big changes in healthcare. If they’re 
unsettled and uncertain, that comes through in 
their interactions with patients. Leaders have 
to present a clear line of sight for what’s taking 
place, the organization’s approach, and what it 

MedStar Health, a 10-hospital system serving the 
Baltimore-Washington area, is positioning itself to 
be much more than a provider of acute care. In a 
time of industrywide upheaval, CEO Ken Samet 
finds his communication skills indispensable—
not only talking, but listening.

Samet has held his current post since 2008, and 
has been with the system in top management 
positions since its inception in 1998 as a merger 
between Medlantic Healthcare Group and Helix 
Health. He started working with Medlantic in  
the mid-1980s. MedStar Health is one of the 
largest employers in the region, with 30,000 
employees (known as “associates”) and 5,600 
affiliated physicians. 

MedStar’s management sets its course by a  
document, called MedStar 2020, that plots a 
transition from acute episodic care to integrated 
but widely distributed care, including ambulatory 
care, physician offices, and home care. “We’re 
trying to see through the eyes of the patient 
what’s the best way to access our services,” 
Samet says. Three hospitals acquired since he 
became CEO have been in areas where MedStar 
wasn’t previously represented, broadening its 
overall footprint. 

5 Bank of America Merrill Lynch  I  Top Skills for Top Executives Sponsored Material  

“We’re trying to see through  
the eyes of the patient  
what’s the best way to  
access our services.”

E X E C U T I V E  S P O T L I G H T



6 Bank of America Merrill Lynch  I  Top Skills for Top Executives Sponsored Material  

Another place where we look for advice is in big 
performance improvement projects: How do we 
remake how we’re providing care and how do we 
take 5%-10% off our cost base so that we can 
manage off of Medicare reimbursement? We’ve  
all captured the low hanging fruit already. 

The changing financial picture

“Philanthropy will be more important in the future. 
Before Medicare, philanthropy was critical. We all 
stayed with it to some extent, but now it can truly 
be that margin of difference. There are a lot of cre-
ative ideas we can tap outside of healthcare to allow 
big philanthropy to happen at the system level. 

We have been very event-driven, but the experts 
say that it’s all about major gifts. You have to do 
events for “friend-raising,” but not for major  
fundraising. We have to have people who are 
comfortable making the ask [for a major  
donation]. If donors see MedStar as a $5 billion 
organization, they may well ask why they should 
give us money. They need to understand that 
there’s a 2% operating margin and how their gift 
will make a real difference.” n

means for the individual. This is not Pollyanna 
communication: you have to share what you know, 
and what you don’t know.

The economics of healthcare are changing  
significantly and permanently and we have  
to communicate that. We have to provide  
world-class care more efficiently, and we will  
be paid more and more on our outcomes. We  
have to be clear with our associates that it’s not 
just keeping the halls clean and quiet and  
giving good discharge instructions. They have to 
understand that the organization’s viability, and 
thus their own job security, depends on how they 
touch all of these areas, as well as how they  
support our quality and safety agenda, and  
helping us provide care more efficiently.

We often think of “communication” as speaking, 
but I also think there’s a great opportunity in 
listening. Our associates have significant ideas 
about how we can evolve, and we have to create 
the right structure in the organization to allow 
them to be heard”.

The role of outside advice

“I’m happy to learn from anyone who’s got good 
ideas. As CEO, you have to own the vision, then 
get all the input that you can.

We have creative financial advisors to help us  
access capital in different ways. Our bankers have 
been with us for decades, and those relationships 
matter. You need to have some stability in your 
outside partners. It’s easy for banks to want to 
work with you in the good days, but it’s in times 
of upheaval and change that you depend on those 
long-term relationships.

“Philanthropy will be more  
important in the future.  
Before Medicare, philanthropy 
was critical. Then we all  
stayed with it to some extent, 
but now it can make that  
margin of difference.” 
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has been in quite some time about what the long 
term is going to look like, and two or three years 
out is considered long term right now,” Alston says. 
Willingness to adapt to change and try new ideas was 
among the top three skills for more than two-thirds of 
respondents in both groups.

Respondents ranked subject matter expertise or 
specific hard skills far lower than the soft skills of 
vision, communication, and adaptability. Even  
expertise on health reform can be hired. The top 
three outside resources were legal services,  
technology consulting, and technology vendors. 
“With everything going on, it’s not surprising that 
legal and tech are at the top,” Alston says. “If 
executives can do something less expensively by 
hiring a tech consultant, or preserve liquidity by  
not making a capital investment in information 
technology, it makes sense to outsource  
those things.”

Why seek financial advice?

As for financial advice, sought by about a third 
of respondents, Alston says the demand is being 
driven by uncertainty in the reimbursement  

n Total (n=153)        n Senior leaders (n=58)      Multi-response

73%

KEY MOTIVATORS FOR SEEKING FINANCIAL EXPERTISE: What are the key motivators  
for seeking external financial expertise? 

Long-term financial  
strategic planning

Capital planning

Financial accounting

Financial wellness plans  
for executive teams

79%

34%

33%

18%

12%

9%

“If executives can do something 
less expensively by hiring a  
tech consultant, or preserve  
liquidity by not making a capital 
investment in information  
technology, it makes sense to 
outsource those things.” 

16%
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A note on the survey

In May, a three-question survey on leadership skills was sent 
to members of the HealthLeaders Media Council, which 
comprises over 6200 senior executives from healthcare 
provider organizations. A total of 153 council members 
completed surveys, including 58 senior leaders. The  
respondents included executives from hospitals (48%), health 
systems (21%), and physician organizations (14%). Of the 
hospital respondents, almost half came from hospitals 
with fewer than 200 beds, and another third came from  
hospitals with 200–499 beds. More than 60% of health 
system respondents reported having between 21 and 49 
sites in their systems. About 70% of respondents were from 
nonprofit organizations. The survey was conducted jointly by 
HealthLeaders Media and Bank of America Merrill Lynch. It’s 
the third in a series of four, focusing on issues of concern to 
healthcare providers.

environment. “In the past, executives would be 
looking for alternatives for financing their new tower 
or expanding their campus, but now it’s more about 
helping them understand all the possible scenarios 
related to healthcare reform,” he says. “Their 
payer mix is changing, more people are going to be 
insured, they have to be ready for ICD-10, and they 
have to be prepared if their state decides to expand 
Medicaid.” For example, a hospital’s debt rating 
could drop two or three notches solely based on 
changes in its market, increasing its cost of  
capital substantially.

As a result, long-term financial strategic planning 
was the hands-down winner as a motivator for  
seeking outside financial expertise—cited by 73% 
of respondents overall and 79% of senior leaders. 
“They have to think through at least three or four 
different scenarios for three or four years out,” 
Alston says. “That kind of forward thinking is their 
best opportunity to survive and thrive.” n
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