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 The course began well with a socializing event as everyone arrived at Babson’s Executive 

Conference Center.  We were required to meet someone new, learn about who they were, and 

learn one “neat fact” about them.  We then had to introduce our new friends to the entire 

group.  This was a fantastic ice-breaking technique that forced us to listen – a skill that was 

reinforced all week – and regurgitate was told to us.  This was a terrific way to begin the 

proceedings. 

 The dinner lecture was by Dr. John Armstrong, a former course attendee.  Dr. Armstrong 

was the former Surgeon General for the State of Florida and is an active trauma surgeon in 

Tampa.  He also works essentially full-time for the ACS.  His talk was about the importance of 

advocacy.  I know many felt it was essentially an advertisement for SurgeonsPAC.  In the spirit 

of full disclosure, I already voluntarily give to the PAC as I had a previous understanding of the 

PAC helps the College, and I feel it is our only opportunity to have a political voice.  One 

suggestion for the dinner might be to change the focus to a) how we can be advocates, b) what 

political action committees do in politics (most of us have/had no idea), and c) what the College 

is doing on the Advocacy front (this was covered well by Dr. Armstrong).   An idea for a future 

speaker in this slot would Dr. Ross Goldberg, a general surgeon from Arizona who is very active 

politically and gave a fantastic lecture on advocacy at the SAGES Leadership retreat in 2017 in 

Boston (which also featured Drs. Chilingerian and Altman). 

 Dr. Chilingerian’s opening lecture was on strategic thinking and decision making.  This 

featured a wonderful (and true!) case study of Speed Ventures – where we all had to 

strategically think about whether or not a car should race in an upcoming race given past 

performance and weather.  What was fascinating about this exercise was the varied opinions 

from my colleagues, and how Dr. Chilingerian’s style of casual lecture and the frequent 

interjection of humor made it relaxed and fun.  More importantly, it gave us a glimpse into how 

strategic thinking unfolds, and then he asked us to think about health care decisions that we 

face at our institutions and taught us to use these tools.  As the Dr. would say frequently, it was 

“fantastico”! 

 Dr. Altman began Monday and concluded on Tuesday about Health Care Economics.  

While at times his lecture was essentially an advertisement for his new book (which we were 

given copies of that he gratefully signed), the wealth of knowledge was incredible, and his 

recounting of personal stories of interactions with previous presidents such as Nixon, Clinton, 

and Obama was beyond riveting!  I had heard much of the Monday afternoon lecture at the 

SAGES leadership retreat – namely that while health care spending continue to grow, the slope 

of the curve has begun to flatten, likely a sign of the growing trend of fiscal accountability in 



health care organizations.  Medicare spending continues to grow to unsustainable levels for an 

excellent reason – we are living longer and spending more years alive in utilizing the health care 

system as Medicare beneficiaries.  This was not a hopeful outlook from someone who trends 

towards a sunny view:  “I think we will see tort reform at some point during your careers”, for 

example.  The Tuesday session focused more on Medicare, how it was introduced, how it pays, 

and how things have changed due to the repeal of the SGR formula.  We delved into MACRA 

and MiPS; we discussed concepts of value-based reimbursement, and we learned about 

important aspects of the Affordable Care Act that will affect us as health care leaders.  Most 

importantly, Dr. Altman has a very folksy style of lecturing that keeps you engaged and 

interested as he ambles from one anecdote to the next.  One helpful suggestion, perhaps, 

would be sticking to his slides a little more closely, as we went off script on many tangents… all 

of them entertaining and informative though. 

 Monday evening featured Frank Opelka speaking to us about health policy and the ACS, 

and this was a hopeful update as to all that is happening in Washington.  It was refreshing to 

hear how politically engaged we (the College) have become – something I do not think the 

membership at-large understands at all. 

 Tuesday afternoon featured the return of Dr. Chilingerian discussing the physics of 

patient flow.  We got into discovering how bottlenecks are created in the system and typically 

at points that are unexpected.  He taught us to look deeper into the system to find areas that 

contribute to the bottlenecks.  We discussed at length a transplant program in Belgium and 

looked at that case study to find hidden causes of bottlenecks (one intensivist’s outdated 

thinking!).  This was a very useful lecture as my own institution faces a severe bottleneck with 

patients not being able to leave the OR for the PACU as we get placed on “PACU Hold”.  The 

cause is typically slow discharges from the floor – so this was a terrific opportunity to critical 

analyze a problem we face regularly at my institution. 

 Wednesday morning featured a deeper dive into the problems with Medicare.  While 

Robert Mechanic was an excellent speaker, most of us found Christopher Tompkins 

presentation on a (rejected by CMS) model for reimbursement to be pointless and largely 

theoretical.  His was the one segment that I would probably delete from future courses.  At 

lunch, many of us shared our frustration with the section.  The other problem was that he 

tended to mumble at times, and with a loud air conditioner in the lecture room, it could be 

hard to hear him from time to time. 

 Wednesday afternoon featured Dr. C. teaching us about leadership styles, and really 

focusing on adapting your individual leadership style to fit certain situations.  This really hit 

home for me as I can think of multiple situations where I have to change my style to lead 

effectively.  While I did hear a preview of this at the SAGES Leadership retreat, we were able to 

dive much deeper into this topic, and it probably ranked as the most helpful to me.  In fact, I 



hope to be able to start integrating some of these lessons into my work environment and I 

hope to study this more in the future. 

 Thursday morning featured two dynamic lectures on quality and performance measures 

and high performance health care.  This was critically important to me as I lead the SAGES 

Quality, Outcomes, and Safety Committee.  I was able to add personal feedback about patient-

reported outcomes and the National Quality Forum through my SAGES experience that I think 

contributed positively to the discussions.  Both of the speakers were excellent and these were 

thought-provoking topics. 

 Thursday afternoon featured the famed simulation where we examined how to induce 

change in a complex system (in this case, a company with 24 VPs).  My group did by far the 

worst, as we failed to really grasp the exercise.  Although Dr. Chilingerian did start the 

simulation to teach us how to utilize the software, he really did not explain to us the heart of 

how it worked.  That said, watching the other groups have success, and learning from their 

collective intelligence was richly rewarding. 

 Friday we spent the day with Brenda Anderson learning about financial literacy (or as it 

turns out for our group, “illiteracy”!).  This was essentially Business School Accounting 101, and 

for this surgeon who never took a business course, it was humbling, rewarding, and strangely 

interesting!  We had an exercise to do with hidden costs that we were supposed to figure out 

(almost none of us did), but we did get close to the correct answer.  We were supposed to go 

through a case study and we ran out of time – again something that could be better adhered to 

in the future.  Brenda made what could be a dry topic into a fun exercise and she deserves 

credit for that. 

 Saturday featured discussions about negotiating, managing conflict, and employing 

strategic thinking into bargaining.  Both speakers, Jeff Prottas and Joel Cutcher-Gershenfeld 

were terrific.  The “game” we played negotiating was a ton of fun – something I want to do with 

my kids as I think they too can learn from it – and it was a great way to wind down an 

exhausting week. 

 This course was a wonderful way to spend a week just learning and thinking – 

something I had not had the opportunity to do in about 25 years.  It left me thinking strongly 

about applying for their executive MBA program.  I can only thank the ACS and New England 

Surgical Society for graciously awarding me their scholarship to attend this course, and I hope I 

can contribute to it positively in the future. 
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