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If#your#actions#inspire#others#to#dream#
more,#learn#more,#do#more#and#become#
more,#you#are#a#leader.#–#John#Quincy#Adams#
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Prologue 
 
Rick’s story 
 
It was an ominous feeling: if I took one more step, I would die. 
 
It was quite early in the morning. Sherene, my partner, and I were 
walking along the beach, holding hands and racing the waves in and out 
to avoid getting wet.  Waves were rolling in; the water was coming 
towards me – yet suddenly I knew I had to stop right where I was 
standing. Not one more step.  
 
This feeling . . . I’d never felt anything like it before, and it was 
frightening. I was 55 years old. 
 
Sherene, who was stepping back from an incoming wave, saw me 
standing ankle-deep in water, and ran over to me. When I told her what 
was going on, she placed her hand over my heart. 
 
Then we stood there, close, face to face, breathing together.  
We remained rooted in our places for what seemed a very long 
time, with the waves lapping at our feet, soaking our shoes 
and the bottoms of our pants.  Finally the feeling of dread in me subsided, 
and we walked on down the beach and home.  
 
I promised Sherene I would see a doctor that day. 
 
I had always been active – playing tennis, running, hiking, working out at 
the gym, riding our tandem bicycle.  I also ate healthy food and 
considered myself in good physical condition.  However, on occasion I 
had begun experiencing a very slight pressure on my chest, and this sense 
of foreboding – the strongly felt intuition that I might die.  This occurred 
during times of rest, not exercise, and so, not being the type to frighten 
easily, I ignored the symptoms and continued on. 
 
Until that day on the beach. 
 
At the time I was a senior executive, part of a team leading a major health 
center, working under extremely stressful conditions. This time, it was the 
stress of trying to be a team player with a CEO who herself was under 
pressure to perform. The more I did the right thing and was liked, the less 
she appreciated me, seeing me as a threat to her leadership. Prior to that, 
in other leadership positions in the healthcare field, I had been juggling 
the requirements for bottom line results with my own personal 
commitment to support and develop others to be healthy human beings 
and to become great leaders. 
  

Until that day 
on the beach. 
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In other words, I was giving all of me to my job of leading. Was the bill 
now coming due? 
 
Sherene’s story 
 
We got wet. And then we went home. 
 
While I knew that he had given this heart not just to me but also to those 
he led in his role as a CEO, standing there at the ocean’s edge I realized 
something had radically changed – that what was most often the well-
spring of deeply felt joy and hope and his profound sense of aliveness, 
was also the source of stress and pain.  
 
And it was threatening his life. 
 
The struggle to lead with compassion, care, hope, and a powerful 
commitment to helping others find the way to be their best, is one we 
share, although we come to it from completely different relationships to 
those being led. Instead of being a leader on the line as Rick 
is, I am an expert on leadership through my research on the 
subject, through my interviews with and observations of 
leaders in many fields, and through my executive coaching 
practice working with leaders at all organizational levels.  
 
Still, this awareness about the impact on Rick’s life of his leadership 
commitments took me completely by surprise. It led to my own desire to 
understand what it means to lead – and live!  
 
We deserve great leadership. 
 
We deserve to have leaders that are committed to it. 
 
My own commitment to great leadership found it’s way into the research 
that my colleagues and I conducted, and into the Leadership for a Healthy 
World model I ultimately developed. 
 
It captures a way of leading from ones’ heart and soul.   
 
  
 
 

What it means to 
lead – and live!  
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Introduction 
Rick Skillman 

 
Encouraged by friends and colleagues who were curious about my 
experiences leading healthcare organizations, and figuring that the stories 
of a life in leadership – both the opportunities and successes – might help 
others in whatever arena their leadership journey was taking place, I 
started writing the remembrances that form the core of this book. As 
recounted in the story of my near-death experience, the stress of leading 
can take its toll. 
 
What I hadn’t counted on, as I sought to gain insight into what drove, and 
stalled, my career, was how just meditating on my own experience would 
so broaden my understanding of what it takes to be a positive leader.  By 
taking time to reflect on my experience, I realized I had a lot to say about 
leading and leadership, a lot of learning to share about how 
to do it well.  
 
Equally, I was not quite ready for how deeply moved I 
would be as I thought back on the impact that I had had on 
others, and they on me, in my 35-year career. Remembering 
and sifting through the lessons of those years brought back 
the feelings and emotions of that wild ride –– the great hopes 
and breakthrough results, and the awful despair and 
loneliness when I felt overwhelmed with all there was to do; 
the bright accomplishments and the burning losses; But I remain grateful 
for the feelings of satisfaction, love, joy, respect, awe, laughter, sense of 
personal worth and capability, and . . . well, you name it: every high that 
comes from seeing myself and others learn and grow   
 
I’ve felt them all.   
 
Quite honestly, though, I thought I would just be able to tell my story 
without having to go back there again, to feel it all over again.  I found out 
that it really doesn’t work like that – not if you want to get the learning 
out of it. That I’d been there – open and present to it – ensured that my 
recollections would be vivid and full. This presence is the important factor 
that makes my story useful to other leaders. I believe this memoir will 
contribute to your understanding of how it works when you seek a 
positive path to the top.  
 
To set the stage, here are a few things I learned along the way.  
 
1. Organizations are much like huge, extended families.  There are 
multiple relationships, multiple agendas and needs.  
 

Satisfaction, 
love, joy, respect, 
awe, laughter, 
and sense of 
personal worth 
and capability. 
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Nearly everyone, however, wants to have a work life that is a positive, 
fulfilling and creative experience. But just as families have bullies and 
wimps, some who are fearful and some who are controlling, so I found 
that in hospitals, clinics, consulting groups and healthcare systems you 
can’t be successful having half a system invited while ignoring the rest. 
You must strategize to invite every member of the ‘family’ fully into the 
process.  
 
And organizations have history. People may not welcome your coming in 
to “fix” them. Better to engage people in a positive-core change process, 
one that builds on already-present strengths. Appreciating what people 
have contributed will get you farther. 
 
 
2. People don’t always tell the truth. Finding this out can be a hard lesson, 
but they may have legitimate fears of retribution for telling the truth. Your 
job as a leader is to shift the context and culture of the whole system to 
one that promotes truth-telling and trust.  
 
Only in this way can a new style of transparency, 
openness to collaborate, and commitment to create in 
partnership, grow. 
 
 
3. It’s a challenge to balance time needed to get to know an organization’s 
informal structure, and the need to make bold moves. But people respond 
with creativity, and yes, with love, when you create an environment for 
them to be at their best. To quote a friend “In some ways our task is not so 
much to set the vision but to open the door that gives people permission 
to think new thoughts.”  
 
 
4. Finally, I learned to show my emotions more. I found that people 
wanted to know I was human; it gave them permission to show their own 
true feelings and to trust me. Early in my career I hid my real feelings and 
people held back their trust, and I nearly died from the effort of trying to 
get everyone working well together. 
 
 
No one knows what it is like to sit in the CEO chair until you actually do 
it. And then you’re faced with making decisions that will have 
widespread and long-term ramifications, in many cases affecting the lives 
of thousands of people.  Yet, in spite of the cost, you must put your heart 
into it. 

People may not 
welcome your coming 
in to “fix” them. 
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Don’t  we all  care about health care? 
 
A second impetus got me started on this book – how much people who 
were not in the industry wanted to know just how healthcare works. The 
interest in and enthusiasm for this book evidenced by those completely 
outside of my circle of friends from the healthcare field made me realize 
how much readers just want answers about how their health needs are 
served (or not) by our healthcare system. This book attempts to explain 
some of the complexities of healthcare delivery in terms all can 
understand, and thus clear up some of the mysteries.  
 
 
But ultimately this is my own story, a story about 
engaging life at work with a sense of hope, and being 
driven by the possibility of making a difference in 
peoples’ lives.  
 
It’s also about losing sight of that hope and moving 
on, about learning a few really hard lessons and 
falling flat on my face, but then pulling myself up 
and getting back into the game.  So if you’ve picked 
up this book hoping to get the 60-second version of the top 10 tips for how 
to lead, it’s probably time to put my story back on the shelf. If, on the 
other hand, you are genuinely curious about how to live a leaders’ life, 
what you’ll find here is one leader’s story, and one person’s hard-earned 
learning about what it takes to be a leader – the view from the top, as I’ve 
known it.  
 
 

A note to all  leaders:  how to use this  book. 
 
While my own work has been mostly in the healthcare industry, there’s 
much in my story that speaks to leaders and those aspiring to lead in most 
every other kind of organization. To help make this connection clearer, I 
invited the collaboration of Sherene Zolno – educator, leadership 
researcher, author of “Educating New Century Leaders,”i the chief 
architect and designer of the Leadership for a Healthy World™ model, 
and my wife – to assist me in exploring the link between what I learned 
about leadership through my own experience and what works according 
to the latest in leadership research. 
 
Together we created the Leader’s Quest for a Healthy World sections at 
the end of each chapter where we pose questions to use in thinking about 
the leadership challenges occurring for you in your own career. We hope 

A story about engaging 
life at work with a sense 
of hope, and being 
driven by the possibility 
of making a difference in 
peoples’ lives.  
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you find these questions useful to guide your self-reflection, as a stimulus 
for your discussions with your leadership team, colleagues and friends, 
or, for those in educational settings, to guide the inquiry of a learning 
group engaged in the study of leadership. 
 
Since Sherene has extensive experience in coaching executives (she has 
certainly coached me!) and leadership teams through major change, I 
greatly value her contributions to this book, especially her discussion of 
Leadership for a Healthy World™ and its application for leaders in teams, 
organizations, communities, and in the global arena. 
 
 

Life at  the top: a theme and a dedication 
 
Many people imagine that getting to the top of an 
organization means you can do exactly as you please. 
This is not the case in most organizations, for even a Chief Executive 
Officer (CEO) reports to a board of directors, or, as the hospital 
administrator, he or she may run only one part of a larger regional, state 
or national system with a boss or two up the line still to deal with.  I call 
this “The Boss-to-boss Minefield” (with a big “B” and little “b”).  
 
Functioning as the CEO while someone you report to holds the actual title 
is a variation on the same theme that I have experienced – a particularly 
tricky situation in which to work, and a career-maker or breaker.  
 
However, my experience is that whether you’re first stepping into senior 
leadership or are long used to running your own show, the job of 
maneuvering through hierarchical relationships usually gets more 
politically charged and challenging as you get closer to the top, not easier.  
 
Some of the greatest challenges I experienced in my career were related to 
learning how to deal with a Boss, or with a Board.  
 
How to build the self-worth, hope and confidence in ones capability of a 
leader more senior than you is a key commitment you need to make as an 
up-and-comer. How they lead will impact the whole system, no matter if 
you have some success in working around or above your direct supervisor 
(or supervisors, in the case of a Board). 
 
You can start with figuring out exactly how much territory is yours to 
lead, and getting a clear enough signal about this boundary BEFORE you 
trip on the hidden black hole of your Boss’s ego. If you want to make your 
mark on an organization, you have to work with, not against.  
 
My stories of how to work with Bosses include examples of how to work 
this relationship effectively, and a story or two of how, because I didn’t 

Building the self-
worth, hope and 
capability of a leader 
more senior than you. 
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handle this relationship very well, my career at a particular organization 
went down in flames! 
 
 
Dedication 
 
After working the Boss-boss relationship, the somewhat inane truth about 
organizations – that they are comprised of people – is the other most 
critical arena of learning for those who hope to be successful leaders. I 
hope you begin to wonder who the people that you are leading really are, 
because I have learned that knowing the who is as important as knowing 
the what of the job.    
 
While I acknowledge there‘s a bottom-line that keeps a leader focused on 
the organization’s priorities (you have to keep the doors open, after all), I 
also think you have to be nuts to ignore or value less the context within 
which the goods or services are provided, and be accountable for its 
health.   
 
In the case of the field of healthcare, most hospitals 
operate much like big families – ones that are filled with 
caregivers for a sick member. It is therefore vitally 
important to acknowledge who the people you work 
with are, and be prepared to deal with what they bring 
with them to work. I have learned that one of my primary functions as a 
leader is to see and appreciate the people who work for me. I have been 
rewarded watching how employees have become healthier, becoming able 
to translated this acknowledgment into truly great care for their patients.  
 
Given this truth about people, before moving into my story I want to take 
a long moment to acknowledge the extent of my indebtedness to everyone 
I’ve worked with, a group of very fine, wildly diverse people – folks of all 
genders, ages, ethnicities, religions and even sizes – whose dedication to 
serving patients and one another is what made my time as their leader 
possible.  
 
These are the people who worked hard every day and struggled under 
increasingly difficult circumstances to meet the huge demands placed on 
them, often with less than optimal resources. In a way, these employees 
granted me the right to lead them, and from them I learned that you 
cannot excel as a leader unless you genuinely have compassion for those 
you are entrusted to lead.  
 
It is to them that I dedicate this book. 
 
I invite you to read on, however, and learn from my on-the-job learning. 
I’m hoping you won’t get stopped at the border, that this book will serve 
as your passport into new and exciting leadership territory. 

Leaders see and 
appreciate the people 
who work for them. 
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Leadership for a Healthy World:  positive-
core/appreciative leadership as a commitment to leading 
with heart and soul.  

Sherene Zolno 
 
The question of how to add value in the new global village will be a 
particularly challenging one for organizations and their leaders in these 
first decades of the new millennium. Changes in societies, markets, 
customers, competition and technology around the globe are forcing us to 
clarify our values, develop new strategies, and learn new ways of 
operating. In this environment, the role of the leader is changing. Being a 
leader today involves having the courage to face a new reality of 
complexity, uncertainty, stress, cynicism, and, yes, thank goodness! 
tremendous possibility – while helping the people around you to face this 
reality as well.  
 
From 1997 to 2007 a national team of leadership 
researchersii examined the requirements for effective 
leadership alongside innovative thinking in other 
fields (positive psychology, communication, and the 
new sciences, for example).  Using these lenses, they 
identified the core competencies needed by today’s 
leaders. The integrated view of leadership that 
resulted from their efforts, the Leadership for a 
Healthy World™ model, identified the kind of 
leadership that could be possible for our fast-
changing, increasingly global and financially 
complex marketplace.  
 
The research team’s most significant finding? –– That when leaders, and 
the people in organizations who work with those leaders, feel worthy, 
hopeful and capable, there exists the potential for exceptional 
accomplishment.  
 
And there is a special prize in this for the leader: the opportunity (and the 
joy!) of being authentic, caring and courageous; of igniting and inspiring 
the best effort of others; and of uniting the creative spirits of many to 
focus on exciting breakthrough achievements.  
 
So this is the wisdom that great leaders have to share with us: leadership 
doesn’t come with position; it arises from your commitment to yourself, to 
the people you are leading, to your community, and to the world around 
you to evolve towards health and wellbeing. 
 
Rick Skillman, in his life of leadership, sought to model a way of leading 
that was both committed to being true to oneself and, at the same time, 

The Leadership for a 
Healthy World™ model 
 

The potential for 
exceptional 

accomplishment 
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focused on contributing to 
the health of family, co-
workers, and community 
(and thus our country and 
the world). He embodied 
what our research team 
called “New Century 
Leadership”, leaving behind, 
as his legacy, leadership 
teams, and organizations 
filled with leaders at every 
level, committed to building 
work environments that 
nurtured heart and soul. 
 
A special section in the 
chapter, “For the Team” tells 
the story of a lifelong impact 
on one of Rick’s direct 
reports who went on to lead 
several major healthcare systems around the country.   
 
Building the leader’s own sense of self worth, hope and capability is what 
makes this possible. Via the contributions the leader and individuals in 
contact with the leader make, organizational effectiveness increases.   
 
From organizations filled with capable and hopeful people, a purposeful, 
inclusive and confident community begins to develop. And, finally, 
healthy well-functioning communities contribute to global wellbeing.  
 
This is the ripple effect that is possible when leaders understand their 
critical role in leading with heart and soul.  
 
Confucius said, “To put the world in order, we must first put the nation in order; 
to put the nation in order, we must put the family in order; to put the family in 
order, we must cultivate our personal life; and to cultivate our personal life, we 
must first set our hearts right.” 
 
From an unknown monk around 1100 A.D. comes the following story: 
 

When I was a young man, I wanted to change the world. I found it 
was difficult to change the world, so I tried to change my nation. 
When I found I couldn’t change the nation, I began to focus on my 
town. I couldn’t change the town and as an older man, I tried to 
change my family. Now, as an old man, I realize the only thing I 
can change is myself. Suddenly I realize that if long ago I had 
changed myself, I could have made an impact on my family. My 
family and I could have made an impact on our town. That impact 
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