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At Vizient, we work with high performing organizations 
every day, but we never see the same story across every 
institution. Just as individual hospitals are unique, so too 
are the areas in which they thrive. Some multiply impact 
through quality. Others transform operations, accelerate 
safety, or strengthen financial sustainability.

To understand the commonalities of what drives sustained 
high performance, we interviewed the CEOs of five 
leading health systems. These conversations revealed a 
consistent truth: The highest-performing organizations 
operate from shared principles, even as each follows a 
distinct path. 

What unites them isn’t a single strategy, but a disciplined 
approach—grounded in benchmarking, systemness, 
innovation and health equity, and sustained by a culture 
built for performance.

These principles don’t operate independently. They 
reinforce one another—compounding their impact 
across the system. Together, they define how leading 
organizations translate insight into action and sustain 
performance over time.

And true high performance, they say, means never straying 
from the core of your No. 1 mission.

“Different variables are introduced every year,” said Johnese 
Spisso, president of UCLA Health and CEO of the UCLA 
Hospital System. “Stay true to the plan that you know will 
provide the best outcomes for patients.”

The words leaders said best described their institutions in 
relation to high performance: 

•	 Caring 

•	 Culture-centered

•	 Excellent 

•	 Impactful

•	 Innovative 

•	 Patient-centered 

•	 Personal 

•	 Safe

•	 Seamless 
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Multiply quality through benchmarking

“Together, we get better faster.” 

Dr. Michael McDermott, president and CEO of Mary 
Washington Healthcare

High performance begins with clarity—an objective 
understanding of where you stand. Benchmarking 
establishes that clarity.

“You have to accept reality for what it is and then find ways 
to move forward innovatively,” said Dr. Michael McDermott, 
president and CEO of Mary Washington Healthcare in 
Virginia. “Through benchmarking, you can learn where—
and why—other providers are performing better and 
implement those best practices in your own health system.”

Why benchmarking transforms performance

Data establishes the baseline. Perception may suggest 
strong performance, but objective measurement defines 
reality—often revealing gaps or strengths that would 
otherwise remain unseen.

From that foundation, you can:

•	 Connect with top performers. The CEOs interviewed 
draw on Vizient Networks and Performance 
Improvement Programs to exchange strategies and 
accelerate improvement.  

•	 Drive motivation systemwide. Benchmarking becomes 
a shared reference point. Organizations integrate results 
into leadership expectations, team-level performance 
management, and incentive structures.

•	 Strengthen financial performance. Cost benchmarking 
consistently shows that top performers operate with 
lower cost structures—challenging the assumption that 
cost reduction compromises quality.  

•	 Keep patients at the center. Data represents real patient 
experiences. Using it to guide improvement reinforces a 
patient-first approach to quality and operations.

•	 Benchmark against your strategy. External comparison 
matters, but alignment with your own strategic goals is 
equally critical.   

•	 Prioritize what matters. Short-term benchmarking 
drives incremental progress, but patient safety and 
performance improvement remain the primary 
measures of success. 

Tools that multiply your benchmarking 
impact

Each CEO identified the Vizient Clinical Data 
Base (CDB) and Operational Data Base (ODB) as 
foundational to their benchmarking efforts.

The CDB aggregates outcomes data from more 
than 1,000 hospitals, enabling organizations 
to reduce variation and sustain performance 
improvement. The ODB delivers financial and 
operational analytics that uncover opportunities 
to accelerate performance, reduce costs, and 
improve budgeting.
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Drive consistency through systemness

“Aligning as a system is 
not just a necessity but an 
opportunity to increase the 
impact on our communities 
when they need us most.” 
Gerald “J.P.” Gallagher, CEO of Endeavor Health

Understanding performance is the starting point. 
Sustaining it requires alignment across the system. 
Growth through mergers and acquisitions expands access, 
strengthens clinical capabilities, and improves operational 
efficiency. It also introduces complexity. As systems grow, 
consistency becomes the defining challenge—aligning 
quality, experience, and culture across an expanding 
organization.

Leaders such as Gerald “J.P.” Gallagher, CEO of Illinois-
based Endeavor Health, addressed this directly through 
systemness—creating a unified, high-performing 
organization by integrating governance, operations, and 
workflows.

“We quickly realized that to fulfill our commitment to 
our communities, we had to lean into being a singular 
system,” said Gallagher, who led Endeavor Health’s growth 
from four hospitals to nine in three years. “It was critical 
to provide support across the entire organization: quality 
collaboratives, data, looking at variation, and bringing 
physicians together to identify the priorities we should 
tackle.”

Strategies that achieve systemness

•	 Establish shared accountability. A unified operating 
model creates alignment across financial performance, 
access, and quality. Endeavor Health’s Transformation 
Office provides a single view of systemwide priorities 
and metrics.  

•	 Coordinate go-to-market strategy. Patients access 
specialists across the system, regardless of their entry 
point. Physician leadership aligns recruitment and 
service expansion with system priorities. 

•	 Sustain continuous collaboration. Leaders remain 
visible, listen actively, and create structured 
opportunities for connection. Following acquisitions, this 
approach supports teams as they adapt and align. 

•	 Build a unified culture. Organizations reinforce shared 
identity through consistent communication, leadership 
expectations, and systemwide standards. Houston 
Methodist, for example, expects its community hospitals, 
despite serving different patient populations, to all 
achieve the same results. Cross-pollination of best 
practices strengthens performance across all sites. 
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Accelerate the future through innovation

“Innovation is about more 
than just clinical research. 
It’s taken on a much broader 
definition. It’s about how we 
take care of our patients and 
our workforce.”  
Cathy Jacobson, CEO of Froedtert ThedaCare Health

Alignment creates consistency. Innovation determines 
how performance advances. The COVID-19 pandemic 
accelerated change. Sustained performance now 
depends on maintaining that momentum. Healthcare 
innovation now spans clinical care, workforce models, 
data and analytics, artificial intelligence (AI), and patient 
engagement. Partnerships with industry leaders expand 
the ability to address complex challenges at scale.

Wisconsin-based Froedtert Health exemplifies this 
approach. In collaboration with the Medical College 
of Wisconsin, the system established Inception Health 
to advance outcomes through digital innovation—
connecting clinical expertise, engineering, and data 
science to deploy solutions across care settings.

“It is a very deliberate move to change the way we do 
things,” said Cathy Jacobson, CEO of Froedtert ThedaCare 
Health. “It’s about changing the way we work, adapting 
and adopting technology in a different way, and moving 
the organization to a ‘right care, right time, right place’ 
model.”

Strategies to encourage innovation

•	 Build strategic partnerships. Collaboration with industry, 
community organizations, and Vizient accelerates 
implementation and impact, according to the CEOs 
interviewed. Endeavor Health formed an operational 
team inclusive of Vizient experts to identify, implement, 
and measure systemwide improvements. The team—
and peer-to-peer networking—allows Endeavor Health 
leadership to share challenges and develop approaches 
for continuous progress.  

•	 Advance digital and care delivery innovation. AI-
powered analytics improve outcomes and enable 
more precise clinical decision-making. UCLA Health, 
for instance, is engaged in a project that analyzes 
longitudinal data on surgeries with anesthesia 
complications to determine which elements predict 
potential complications.

•	 Reduce workforce burden. Technology enables 
clinicians to operate at top of license, improving both 
efficiency and experience. Houston Methodist, for 
example, draws on digital advancements through its 
Institute for Technology, Innovation & Education, which 
uses a virtual hospital model to provide hands-on 
clinical training for healthcare professionals who want to 
acquire new proficiencies.

•	 Streamline processes. Eliminating non-value-added 
steps improves throughput and patient experience. For 
example, Mary Washington Healthcare eliminated “white 
space” during inpatient visits. The solution, which was 
spurred by workforce constraints, allowed them to offer 
faster patient care without increasing staffing.

•	 Sustain a culture of innovation. Organizations 
that continuously seek new approaches maintain 
momentum; those that don’t fall behind. Innovation must 
be ingrained in your organizational DNA.
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Create equitable access to care

“That mission to improve the 
health of the community is 
what resonates most with our 
staff. It makes them feel like 
they’re making a difference 
every day in the work that 
they do.”   
Johnese Spisso, president of UCLA Health and CEO of 
UCLA Hospital System

Innovation expands what’s possible. Health equity ensures 
those gains reach the populations who need them most. 
Health equity expands the definition of care—extending 
beyond traditional settings to address barriers to access.

UCLA Health’s Homeless Healthcare Collaboration reflects 
this approach, delivering mobile primary care services 
directly to individuals experiencing homelessness in 
encampments throughout Los Angeles. Each van is staffed 
with a physician, nurse, social worker, and mental health 
practitioner who provide healthcare services to unhoused 
individuals. The program has reduced emergency 
department (ED) visits in this population by 32%.

“Over 60,000 people in Los Angeles experience 
homelessness every day,” Spisso said. “A couple of years 
ago, we noticed these individuals comprised a large 
percentage of ED visits even though they could have been 
treated in a clinic setting. You have to consider new and 
innovative ways to address your biggest challenges.”

Strategies that advance health equity

•	 Identify key social determinants of health. Tools such as 
the Vizient Vulnerability Index™ enable targeted, data-
driven intervention that ensure your efforts address the 
social determinants of health that are most critical to 
your community.  

•	 Form community partnerships. Philanthropic and 
community collaborations sustain long-term equity 
initiatives. In its first year, UCLA Health’s homeless 
outreach program was funded by local philanthropists 
(federal grants now sustain the initiative), and Froedtert 
Health has formed partnerships with Federally Qualified 
Health Centers in Milwaukee to address healthcare 
shortages in the inner city.

•	 Embed equity in organizational goals. Data informs 
these priorities and ensures accountability for 
measurable progress. For instance, Endeavor Health 
used the ODB to determine and finalize two goals 
for 2024 around hypertension and breast cancer 
screenings in underserved populations. Additionally, the 
system collects data on race, ethnicity, language, sexual 
orientation, and gender to better understand its patient 
populations and identify disparities.

•	 Strengthen community-based workforce pipelines. 
Recruiting locally improves access and continuity of 
care. Mary Washington Healthcare recently launched its 
first internal medicine and family practice residencies 
with the goal of encouraging residents to practice in the 
Fredericksburg, Virginia community to improve patient 
outreach and access to care.

1. The Vizient Vulnerability Index is patented technology and protected by U.S. Patent No. 12,430,367.
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Build a dynamic internal culture

“You have to get the culture 
right to get everything else.”    

Dr. Marc Boom, president and CEO of Houston Methodist
 

Reaching and sustaining high performance requires more 
than strategy. It depends on culture. Internal culture is 
at the core of everything your organization can and will 
accomplish.

Houston Methodist demonstrates how a clearly defined 
culture drives consistent results across a complex system. 
It’s a deceptively simple concept that has proven to be a 
catalyst in propelling every hospital in its system to peak 
performance.

“You have to be intentional about creating a culture you 
want and driving out aspects of a culture you don’t want,” 
said Dr. Marc Boom, president and CEO of Houston 
Methodist. “Frankly, that’s the Board’s and my No. 1 job. 
Because if you get that right—and then combine it with a 
direction and a vision—you can make magic happen.”

For Houston Methodist, much of that magic is conjured 
through the art of storytelling. Each year, the system 
hosts a session called “Pathway to Unparalleled,” where 
all employees come together to discuss what it means to 
be unparalleled in a particular facet of healthcare such as 
innovation or safety. But no matter the topic, the goal is for 
staff to verbalize how they bring those tenets to life.

“It’s about educating people and tugging at their 
heartstrings,” said Dr. Boom, who noted that internal and 
external storytelling helps convey the organization’s values 
and the role each employee plays in achieving the desired 
outcomes. “Sharing stories and highlighting the impact 
of the work creates a sense of purpose and connection 
among everyone in the system.”

Strategies that inspire a strong culture

•	 Foster open communication. By consistently 
encouraging employees to voice their opinions, 
share new ideas, and provide feedback without fear 
of retribution, you can create an open and honest 
culture. Developing that trust enables teams to address 
challenges quickly and directly.   

•	 Embrace consistency and authenticity. Leadership 
actions and words must align with stated values of the 
culture you are working to build.

•	 Prioritize wellness, engagement, and belonging. 
Employees perform at their best when they feel valued 
and connected. 

•	 Reinforce resilience and growth. Frame setbacks as 
opportunities for learning and improvement. 

•	 Build relationships across all levels. Visibility and 
accessibility strengthen alignment. 

•	 Set clear expectations and accountability. Performance 
standards, supported by incentives, drive continuous 
improvement. For instance, Froedtert Health emphasizes 
the importance of embedding accountability 
throughout the organization, starting with painting 
a clear picture of the system’s “why” and its vision for 
excellence.

•	 Model organizational values. Leadership behavior 
defines culture. This was a particular point of emphasis 
for each CEO. “Credibility and trust are your currency in 
the organization,” Dr. McDermott said. “You have to live 
your values every single day.”
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Methodology

This report was created through the analysis of individual interviews of CEOs from five unique health systems. The 
selection of these interviewees was determined through an evaluation of health systems actively participating in multiple 
collaborative projects and networking offerings, integration of data into their continuous performance improvement 
efforts and recognition among their peers. The invited participants represent the breadth of healthcare operating models 
and university (non)affiliation.

Contributors include:

• Catherine Jacobson, CEO, Froedtert ThedaCare Health

• Johnese Spisso, RN, MPA, President, UCLA Health, CEO, UCLA Hospital System

• J.P. Gallagher, MBA, FACHE, President and CEO, Endeavor Health

• Julie Cerese, PhD, RN, MSN, Group Senior Vice President, Performance Management and National Networks

• Marc Boom, MD, MBA, FACP, FACHE, President and CEO, Houston Methodist

• Michael McDermott, MD, MBA, CEO, Mary Washington Healthcare
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Vizient, Inc. provides solutions and services that improve 
the delivery of high-value care by improving financial sus-
tainability, system performance, and accelerating strategic 
growth for more than two-thirds of the nation’s healthcare 
providers. Vizient provides expertise, analytics, consulting 
services, and a contract portfolio representing $156 billion 
in annual client purchasing volume to improve patient 
outcomes and lower costs.

290 E. John Carpenter Freeway, Irving, TX 75062
(972) 830-0000
vizient.com

The reproduction or use of this document in any form or in 
any information storage and retrieval system is forbidden 
without the express, written permission of Vizient.
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