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The NHS Context
Doctors have enjoyed a large measure of clinical
autonomy since the inception of the NHS.

Clinical autonomy began to be challenged in the
1980s following the Griffiths Report and the
introduction of general management.

The Griffiths Report started the process of doctors
taking on leadership roles as medical directors and
clinical directors.

The research evidence suggests that doctors retained
significant autonomy even after the introduction of
general management.

Professional bureaucracies
These research findings are best understood by
reference to Mintzberg’s analysis of health care
organisations as professional bureaucracies.

In professional bureaucracies, front line staff have a
large measure of control by virtue of their training
and professional knowledge.

Leaders in professional bureaucracies have to
negotiate rather than impose new policies and
practices, and work in a way that is sensitive to the
culture of these organisations.

Control in professional bureaucracies is achieved
primarily through horizontal rather than hierarchical
processes.

Three implications follow: professionals themselves
play key leadership roles, leadership is often
dispersed and distributed in microsystems, and
collective leadership is important.

Followership is also important to avoid professional
bureaucracies becoming disconnected hierarchies or
organised anarchies.

Medical leaders in the NHS
Progress has been made in appointing doctors as
medical directors and clinical directors but the
effectiveness of these arrangements is variable.

In some organisations there appears to be much greater
potential for involving doctors in leading change; in
others there are difficulties in developing medical
leaders and supporting them to function effectively.

Part of the explanation of these findings is the
resourcing put into medical leadership and the limited
recognition and rewards for doctors who take on
leadership roles.

Also important is the continuing influence of
informal leaders and networks operating alongside
formal management structures.

Tribalism remains strongly ingrained in the NHS and
staff who occupy hybrid roles, like doctors who go
into leadership, face the challenge of bridging
different cultures.

Quality improvement programmes
The research evidence suggests that there is a link
between the engagement of doctors in leadership
and quality improvement.

Quality improvement programmes that fail to engage
doctors and that are not sensitive to the nature of
medical work tend to have a limited impact.

However, many factors influence the impact of
quality improvement programmes besides the
engagement of doctors and medical leadership.

Medical leadership is therefore best seen as a
necessary but not sufficient condition for quality
improvement in health care.

International experience
Among the countries we reviewed, Denmark stands
out for its efforts to engage doctors in leadership
roles and to provide training and support.

In the United States, Kaiser Permanente is a good
example of an integrated delivery system that has
succeeded in involving a high proportion of doctors
in leadership.

In Kaiser Permanente, there is close alignment
between the health plan and the medical group, and
this contributes significantly to the levels of
performance that are achieved.

Change is led by doctors in a culture that has been
characterised as one of commitment by physicians
themselves to improve care rather than compliance
with external requirements.

Conclusion
The NHS has an opportunity to learn from
international experience to become an exemplar in
medical leadership and its development.

The education and development of doctors as
leaders needs to be linked to appropriate incentives
and career structures, and reward and recognition
for those taking on leadership roles.
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In January 2007 the NHS Institute for Innovation and
Improvement commissioned the Health Services
Management Centre at the University of Birmingham
to carry out two reviews in support of the Enhancing
Engagement in Medical Leadership project being
undertaken in association with the Academy of
Medical Royal Colleges.

The first review was a rapid survey of experience in a
number of countries of arrangements for medical
leadership and the training and support provided to
doctors in leadership roles. Experts in these countries
were commissioned to write papers for the review,
and these were discussed at a workshop in May. The
papers were subsequently revised and edited, and a
full report on this work can be accessed at
www.institute.nhs.uk/medicalleadership. 
Appendix 1 provides a high level summary of the main
findings of the international survey.

The second review focused on the literature on medical
leadership. The review sought to examine the use of
the term medical engagement and the existence of any
empirical evidence for its linkage to organisational or
clinical aspects of performance. It also reviewed
approaches to the measurement of levels of medical
engagement in leadership. In addition, the review
examined research on experience in the NHS of
involving doctors in leadership. A paper presenting the
results of the literature review can be accessed at
www.institute.nhs.uk/medicalleadership.

The aim of this paper is to summarise key points from
both reviews. Much of the paper is based on published
literature drawn from peer reviewed journals. Its
summary of the evidence reflects the findings of
research into medical leadership undertaken during the
last twenty five years. This evidence provides a
systematic and research based overview of the
evolution of medical leadership and the reasons why a
concerted focus on the training and support for
doctors taking on leadership roles is needed. Full
references and sources for the material presented here
can be found in the background papers prepared for
this project.
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Doctors have enjoyed a large measure of freedom to
practise in the way they consider appropriate for much
of the history of the NHS. As the Department of Health
put it in 1978:

Clinical autonomy was based on the negotiations that
took place at the formation of the NHS and the
concessions the government made to the British
Medical Association to secure the support of the
medical profession. Rudolf Klein has described the deal
that was struck in the following way:

Phil Strong and Jane Robinson argue that as a result of
this deal the NHS was ‘fundamentally syndicalist in
nature’ (1990: 15) in that the medical profession was
able to control and regulate its own activities without
interference from politicians or managers. 

As Klein has emphasised, the bargain struck at the
inception of the NHS was a temporary truce rather than

a final settlement. If, as Harrison and Pollitt maintain,
the role of the manager until 1982 was to act as a
diplomat, appointed ‘to provide and organise the
facilities and resources for professionals to get on with
their work’ (1994: 36), then the financial pressures
facing the NHS in the 1980s caused a fundamental
reappraisal of this role and the relationship between
managers on the one hand, and doctors and the other
health professions on the other. These issues came to a
head with the publication of the report of the Griffiths
inquiry into NHS management which argued for a
system of general management to be introduced in
place of consensus management. The Griffiths report
contended that general management was needed to
provide the NHS with effective leadership and to ensure
clear accountability for decision making. The report also
argued that hospital doctors ‘must accept the
management responsibility which goes with clinical
freedom’ (Griffiths Report, 1983: 18). 

To this end, a number of demonstration projects were
set up to test out what was termed ‘management
budgeting’ and in 1986 this was superseded by the
resource management initiative. Building on these
efforts, most NHS hospitals implemented a system of
medical management centred on the appointment of
senior doctors as clinical directors responsible for
leading the work of different services within the
hospital. Clinical directors combine their management
and leadership roles with continuing but reduced
clinical duties. They usually work with a nurse manager
and a business manager in a directorate management
team known as a triumvirate. Clinical directors often
come together as a group with the medical director and
chief executive to advise on developments across the
hospital as a whole. The involvement of hospital doctors
in management was influenced not only by the Griffiths
report but also by developments at Guy’s Hospital
which pioneered this approach, drawing on the
experience of Johns Hopkins Hospital in the United
States (Chantler, 1999).

Evidence on the impact of general management found
that a more active management style resulted in which
managers were increasingly involved in questioning
medical priorities (Flynn, 1991). The extent to which this
led to a shift in the frontier of control between
managers and doctors is disputed with the balance of
evidence maintaining that change was limited and that

‘At the inception of the NHS, the Government
made clear that its intention was to provide a

framework within which the health professions
could provide treatment and care for patients

according to their own independent professional
judgement of the patients’ needs. This

independence has continued to be a central feature
of the organisation and management of health
services. Thus hospital consultants have clinical

autonomy and are fully responsible for the
treatment they prescribe for their patients. They are

required to act within broad limits of acceptable
medical practice and within policy for the use of

resources, but they are not held accountable to NHS
authorities for their clinical judgements.’  (DHSS

evidence to the Normansfield Report, 1978: 424-5).

‘Implicit in the structure of the NHS was a bargain
between the State and the medical profession.

While central government controlled the budget,
doctors controlled what happened within that

budget. Financial power was concentrated at the
centre; clinical power was concentrated at the

periphery. Politicians in Cabinet made the decisions
about how much to spend; doctors made the
decisions about which patient should get what

kind of treatment’ (Klein, 2006: 61).
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doctors retained significant autonomy and influence
(Harrison, 1988; Harrison and Pollitt, 1994; Strong and
Robinson, 1990). As Steve Harrison summarised the
evidence:

Likewise, research into organisational change concluded
that many of the transformational changes that had
been initiated were not well embedded, and the
dominance of the medical profession remained largely
intact (Ferlie et al, 1996). These findings are reinforced
by the review of events leading up to the failures in
paediatric heart surgery at Bristol in the 1990s which
described a hospital in which the chief executive
(himself a doctor) delegated a large measure of
responsibility to individual doctors and clinical directors,
and a culture that emphasised the importance of clinical
autonomy (Kennedy Report, 2001).

This brief summary of the evidence highlights the
robustness of established relationships of power and
influence in the NHS, and the strength of ‘tribalism’, in
the face of attempts to make the NHS more
businesslike and to bridge the divide between
managers and doctors. As Phil Strong and Jane
Robinson concluded in their ethnographic study of the
impact of general management, the Griffiths report
threw down a radical challenge to the NHS, in particular
a ‘challenge to the syndicalist notion that the clinical
trades knew best’ (97), but it was only a partial break
with the past. From this perspective, the changes
initiated by the Griffiths report are best seen as the start
of a long term process of renegotiating the role of the
medical profession in the NHS. This process was to
continue into the introduction of the internal market
into the NHS in the 1990s and beyond, and was
therefore more akin to a permanent revolution than a
sudden coup (Strong and Robinson, 1990: 100).

To help interpret the findings of research into general
management, we now draw on the literature on health
care organisations as professional bureaucracies, as this
literature provides important insights into the challenges

involved in leadership in hospitals. Having highlighted
the way in which organisational theory can help in
understanding the role of doctors and managers in
health care organisations, we will then return to NHS
experience and focus more specifically on research into
the role of clinical directorates and medical leadership.‘…although managers are more clearly agents of

government than before, and although the frontier
of control between government and doctors has

shifted a little, in favour of the former, there is as yet
little evidence that managers have secured greater

control over doctors’ (Harrison, 1988: 122).
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In the language of organisational theorists such as
Henry Mintzberg, health care organisations are
professional bureaucracies rather than machine
bureaucracies (Mintzberg, 1979). One of the
characteristics of professional bureaucracies is that front
line staff have a large measure of control over the
content of work by virtue of their training and specialist
knowledge. Consequently, hierarchical directives issued
by those nominally in control often have limited impact,
and indeed may be resisted by front line staff. 

In this respect, as in others, professional bureaucracies
are different from machine bureaucracies (such as
government departments). More specifically, they have
an inverted power structure in which staff at the
bottom of the organisation generally have greater
influence over decision making on a day to day basis
than staff in formal positions of authority. It follows that
organisational leaders have to negotiate rather than
impose new policies and practices, working in a way
that is sensitive to the culture of these organisations.
The following observation from a study of the impact of
business process reengineering in an English hospital
summarises the challenge in this way:

Control in professional bureaucracies is achieved
primarily through horizontal rather than hierarchical
processes. These processes are driven by professionals
themselves who use collegial influences to secure co-
ordination of work.  In health care organisations,
professional networks play an important role in
ensuring control and co-ordination, both within and
between organisations, alongside peer review and peer
pressure. Collegial influences depend critically on the
credibility of the professionals at their core, rather than

simply the power of people in formal positions of
authority.

An important feature of professional bureaucracies in
Mintzberg’s view is that they are oriented to stability
rather than change. Not only this, but also they are
characterised by tribalism and turf wars between
professionals who often identify more strongly with
‘their’ part of the organisation, than with the
organisation as a whole. Put another way, professional
bureaucracies are made up of collections of
‘microsystems’, to adapt the language used by Paul
Batalden and colleagues at Dartmouth, comprising
multi-professional teams responsible for day to day
work (Batalden et al, 2003).

Three implications for leadership follow. First, in
professional bureaucracies, professionals play key
leadership roles, both informally and where they are
appointed to formal positions. Much more so than in
machine bureaucracies, the background of leaders and
their standing among peers have a major bearing on
their ability to exercise effective leadership, and to bring
about change. 

Second, professional bureaucracies are
characterised by dispersed or distributed
leadership. In health care organisations, clinical
microsystems are a particularly important focus for
leadership. It follows that in professional bureaucracies
there is a need for large numbers of leaders from
clinical backgrounds at different levels. A focus on
leadership only at the top or most senior levels risks
missing a central feature of these bureaucracies.

Third, much of the evidence highlights the
importance of collective leadership in health care
organisations. Collective leadership has two
dimensions: first, it refers to the role of leadership teams
rather than charismatic individuals; and second, it draws
attention to the need to bring together constellations of
leaders at different levels when major change
programmes are undertaken, as demonstrated by
empirical research into leadership in Canadian hospitals
undertaken by Jean-Louis Denis and his colleagues
(Denis et al, 2001).

To draw out these implications is to underscore not just
the nature of leadership in professional bureaucracies
but also the importance of ‘followership’. Put simply,
the large measure of control that front line staff have

‘Significant change in clinical domains cannot be
achieved without the co-operation and support of

clinicians. . . . Clinical support is associated with
process redesign that resonates with clinical

agendas related to patient care, services
development and professional development. . . . 

To a large degree interesting doctors in re-
engineering involves persuasion that is often

informal, one consultant at a time, and interactive
over time . . . clinical commitment to change,
ownership of change and support for change
constantly need to be checked, reinforced and

worked upon’ (Bowns and McNulty, 1999: 66–7)
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over the content of work can result in professional
bureaucracies becoming disconnected hierarchies or
even organised anarchies. Appointing respected and
experienced professionals to leadership roles is often
advocated as the response to this challenge. Chantler is
one of the foremost advocates of this approach,
arguing that in Guy’s Hospital:

However, in itself this may not be sufficient to
address the need for control, co-ordination and
innovation. As well, health care organisations have
increasingly recognised the requirement to
strengthen the role of all staff as followers (Silversin
and Kornacki, 2000, emphasise this in their work
on medical leadership in the United States) by
investing in organisation development and not just
leadership development.

As a final comment on the organisational theory
literature, it is worth noting the argument that
professional bureaucracies have been superseded by
newer organisational forms. Two such forms have been
described, namely the managed professional business
(Cooper, Hinings, Greenwood and Brown, 1996) and
the quasi market hospital archetype (Kitchener, 1999).
In both forms, it is argued that management structures
and business values have been superimposed on
professional bureaucracies and changed their nature.
As we show in the next section, the evidence for the
ascendancy of new kinds of professional organisations
is weak, and it is for this reason that we have
emphasised the continuing importance of Mintzberg’s
writings in understanding leadership and relationships
in health care organisations.

‘By giving significant responsibility for the
organisation to those who actually delivered the

service, we aimed to reduce the disconnection that
occurs in hospitals, as pointed out by Mintzberg,

between those at the top who organise the strategy
and those at the service end who deliver care to

patients’ (Chantler, 1999: 1179)



Enhancing Engagement in Medical Leadership

The role of medical leaders
in the NHS

10

In our summary of the impact of the Griffiths report,
we emphasised the importance of seeing the report as
the start of a long term process of renegotiating the
role of the medical profession in the NHS. Subsequent
research in this area has underlined the challenges of
changing deeply entrenched relationships. While some
hospitals have made progress in using clinical
directorates to engage doctors in leadership roles and
to achieve improvements in performance, others have
experienced difficulties. These difficulties are starkly
illustrated in a detailed study of leadership in an NHS
hospital in the 1990s undertaken by Paul Bate (2000). 

In this hospital, consultants did not accept the
legitimacy of management, and as a result were able
to undermine managerial power. The hospital was
characterised by sub-cultures centred on microsystems
that were isolated from each other. This was
problematic when change was attempted involving
more than one microsystem, as it led to tensions and
often gridlock. Doctors held power and managers
became afraid to challenge doctors lest they should
face a vote of no confidence. Progress only became
possible when doctors and managers agreed to
establish a ‘network community’ (504) in place of the
system of clinical directorates which was seen to have
been ‘a failed experiment’ (509). 

A more mixed picture emerged from a survey of clinical
directorates in Scotland conducted by Lorna McKee and
colleagues. This survey found wide variations in the way
directorates were constructed and conducted their
business. Three major directorate types were identified
(McKee, Marnoch and Dinnie, 1999). The dominant
type was described as ‘traditionalist’ and this was
characterised by a strong focus on operational issues
and limited scope for innovation and change.
Relationships between clinical directors and clinical
colleagues remained embedded in a collegiate clinical
network and were based on consensus building and
facilitation. 

The second type was described as ‘managerialist’ and
was characterised by a business oriented approach
more in line with the philosophy of the Griffiths report.
Clinical directors in managerialist directorates had direct
links with top managers in the hospital and were better
placed to influence overall strategy and direction than
those in traditionalist directorates. The third type was
described as ‘power-sharing’ and involved clinical

directors working across established specialty
boundaries and operating as a team with the business
manager and nurse manager.

McKee and colleagues note that the variability between
clinical directorates shows the ability of doctors to adapt
managerial initiatives. More importantly, they emphasise
the overwhelming sense of continuity rather than
change, and ‘few examples of trusts creating a new
climate in which clinical directors of the future were
being spotted, nurtured or sustained’ (110).
Furthermore, clinical management was very thinly
resourced, with many directorates run on a shoestring.
The minority of directorates that were not traditionalist
held out the prospect that clinicians could be developed

into innovative leaders, but for this to happen: 
In many ways, this study reaffirmed evidence from the
organisational theory literature relating to the tendency
of professional bureaucracies to be oriented to stability
rather than change, while also underlining the limited
progress in moving from professional bureaucracies to
managed professional businesses.

Further confirmation of the persistence of established
relationships comes from Kitchener’s study of the
impact of quasi-market reforms on NHS hospitals
(Kitchener, 1999). Drawing on Mintzberg’s writings,
Kitchener hypothesises that the NHS reforms are an
attempt to replace the professional bureaucracy with
the quasi-market hospital archetype. In this new
archetype, the hospital is based around clinical
directorates and medical cost centres, and a more
businesslike approach to management is adopted,
centred on medical cost centres and using enhanced
management information systems. Kitchener found that
in practice the impact of this new archetype was limited
and warns that: 

‘more, and more senior, doctors will have to be
given the incentive to get involved, the relevance
of management will have to be actively marketed
and the clinical legitimacy of doctor-managers will

have to be safeguarded’ (112). 
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He concludes that the notion of the professional
bureaucracy continues to provide an appropriate basis
for understanding the nature of hospitals as
organisations.

The challenges facing clinical directors were highlighted
in a survey of doctor-manager relationships in Great
Britain by Huw Davies and colleagues. This survey
found that senior managers such as chief executives
and medical directors were more positive about these
relationships than managers at directorate level.
Among all the groups surveyed, clinical directors were
the least impressed with management and the most
dissatisfied with the role and influence of clinicians.
Davies and colleagues argued that unless the
divergence of views they found were addressed then it
would be difficult to engage medical leaders in the
government’s modernisation agenda (Davies, Hodges
and Rundall, 2003).

This conclusion echoes other work which concluded
that clinical directors and other doctors in leadership
roles occupied a ‘no man’s land’ between the
managerial and clinical communities (Marnoch, McKee
and Dinnie, 2000). It is also consistent with the research
of Degeling and colleagues (2003) which has described
the differences that exist among staff groups in relation
to individualist versus systematised conceptions of
clinical work, and in terms of conceptions of the
financial and accountability aspects of clinical work. The
existence of these differences confirms the persistence
of tribal relationships in hospitals and the difficulties
facing staff like doctors who go into management roles
in bridging different cultures.

On a more positive note, one of the most
comprehensive studies of medical managers noted
evidence that clinical leaders can play an influential role
as promoters of change. However, Louise Fitzgerald and
colleagues observed that, notwithstanding the
proliferation of clinical director and medical director
roles, and the establishment of the British Association of
Medical Managers (BAMM) as a professional

association, clinical managers lacked a coherent identity
and accepted knowledge base. They commented that: 

In its work, BAMM has reviewed the development of
medical management roles in the NHS, and has set out
a proposed career structure for medical managers such
as medical directors, clinical directors and associate
medical directors (BAMM, 2004). BAMM’s proposals
emphasise the need to properly reward and recognise
the part played by medical management, and to make
it an attractive career option for skilled and motivated
doctors. These recommendations underline the need to
link the development of medical leadership to
appropriate incentives and career structures. As BAMM
has argued:

Primary care was largely bypassed by the changes that
flowed from the Griffiths report, and only recently have
there been moves to strengthen management and
leadership in primary care. Work by Rod Sheaff and
colleagues (2003) has described the impact of these
moves in primary care groups and trusts in England.
Lacking any formal, hierarchical authority over GPs,
primary care groups and trusts worked through GPs

‘The fact that some hospital doctors have accepted
medical-manager roles within a more integrated
formal structure should not…be conflated with
either a loss of their professional autonomy or a

replacement of key elements of the PB (professional
bureaucracy) interpretive scheme’ (197). 

‘Externally, there is no recognition of clinical
management as a specialty, with limited

opportunities or credentials – and an unwillingness
to undertake major training. Other medical

professionals do not consider clinical management
to represent a medical specialty – rather clinical

managers uncomfortably span the
managerial/clinical divide and are not full or

influential members of either occupational group’
(Fitzgerald, Lilley, Ferlie, Addicott, McGivern and

Buchanan, 2006: 170).

‘It is essential that medical management is
rewarded and supported in a way that will attract

the strongest applicants to the posts. Currently
there are a number of major deterrents – for

example the relative difficulties in describing and
defining management activities. These activities can

be more difficult to define as coherent sessions
than is the case for clinical work. The lack of a
clear concept of where a medical management

career move will take the individual also proves to
be a major barrier’ (BAMM, 2004: 24).
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who took on the role of clinical governance leads, and
managers exercised influence by proxy through these
leads. Sheaff and his co-authors argue that clinical
governance leads used a range of informal techniques
to implement clinical governance in primary care, and
they use the terms ‘soft governance’ and ‘soft
bureaucracy’ to describe the relationships and
organisations they studied.

In summary, research into medical leadership in the NHS
since the Griffiths report highlights the challenges
involved in developing the role of medical managers.
While progress has been made in appointing doctors as
clinical directors and in establishing clinical directorates
within hospitals, the effectiveness of these
arrangements is variable. If in some organisations there
appears to be much greater potential for involving
doctors in leading change, in most there remain
difficulties in changing established ways of doing things
and in supporting medical leaders to play an effective
part in bridging the divide between doctors and
managers. Part of the explanation of these findings is
the resourcing put into medical leadership and the
limited recognition and rewards for doctors who take
on leadership roles. Also important is the continuing
influence of informal leaders and networks operating
alongside formal management structures. Summarising
the mixed experience of clinical directorates, Marnoch
concluded his assessment in the following way:

‘The means of controlling the operational
performance of hospital doctors have advanced

somewhat since the introduction of general
management in the 1980s. Nevertheless, the

Griffiths-inspired drive to push resource-consuming
decisions down to the level where they could best

be made is far from complete. A traditional
centralised style of management has been used to

make the internal market work. This form of
control remains constrained in its influence over

clinical behaviour. At worst, medical directors and
clinical directors will be used as go-betweens in a

familiar book-balancing exercise that involves
closing wards periodically, not filling vacancies and
cancelling operations. At best they are the basis for

a new strategically led style of corporate
management in the NHS’ (Marnoch, 1996: 61)
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While engaging doctors in leadership may be important
in its own right, it is usually seen as a means to
improving the quality of health care. Evidence from a
number of studies shows that there is a link between
medical leadership and organisational performance. For
example, an evaluation of the introduction of total
quality management (TQM) into the NHS by Richard
Joss and Maurice Kogan found that the impact of TQM
varied across the pilot sites. In explaining variations in
impact, the study concluded that the application of
TQM to the NHS had to be done in a way that made
sense to staff and that engaged doctors fully in its
implementation (Joss and Kogan, 1995).

These findings were echoed in a detailed analysis of the
impact of business process reengineering (BPR) at the
Leicester Royal Infirmary by Terry McNulty and Ewan
Ferlie (2002).  As in the evaluation of TQM, this analysis
showed that BPR had variable impact in the hospital,
with the authors emphasising the difficulty of
implementing a programme of this kind in professional
bureaucracies. Despite the fact that there was top
management support for BPR, this was insufficient for
widespread organisational change. Of critical
importance was the power of consultants in the
hospital and their ability to promote or inhibit change.
Implementation of BPR had to be sensitive to the nature
of medical work, and the importance of negotiating
change with consultants.

Similar conclusions were reached by Chris Ham and
colleagues in a study of the implementation of the
national booked admissions programme in 24 pilot
sites. The study found substantial variation in progress
between the sites. Some areas were more receptive to
change than others and the most successful pilots were
those with a combination of a chief executive who
made it clear that booking was a high priority for the
organisation and medical champions who were willing
to lead by example and exert peer pressure on reluctant
colleagues (Ham et al, 2003).

Evidence from outside the UK confirms these findings
and also emphasises the range of factors that affect the
impact of quality improvement programmes. David
Blumenthal and Ann Scheck reported on the
application of total quality management to hospitals in
the United States, drawing on the work of various
researchers to highlight the potential contribution of
TQM while also acknowledging the challenges of

engaging physicians in so doing (Blumenthal and
Scheck, 1995). Stephen Walston and John Kimberley’s
review of reengineering in United States hospitals
summarised the facilitators of change as: establishing
and maintaining a consistent vision; preparing and
training for change; planning smooth transitions in re-
engineering efforts; establishing multiple
communication channels; ensuring strong support and
involvement; creating mechanisms to measure progress;
establishing new authority relationships; and involving
physicians (Walston and Kimberley, 1997).

In another review, Ewan Ferlie and Steve Shortell (2001)
conclude that medical leadership is an important but
not exclusive contribution to the effort to lead quality
improvement in health care. They emphasise also the
influence of what they term core properties such as
organisational culture, team and microsystem
development and information technology. As Ferlie and
Shortell argue, system wide quality improvement hinges
on action at a number of different levels – the
individual, microsystem, organisational and larger
system – and is likely to result in pockets of innovation
and change unless action at these levels and in relation
to core properties is co-ordinated.
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Appendix 1 summarises at a high level the main
findings from the review of international experience
that we undertook, covering Australia, New Zealand,
Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Norway, the Netherlands
and Germany. The table shows the variety of
arrangements between countries in the involvement of
doctors in leadership roles. 

While it is unusual for chief executives of health care
organisations to come from medical backgrounds, in all
countries it is common for medical directors to be
represented at board level, and for physicians to take on
leadership roles within hospitals, analogous to the roles
of clinical directors in the NHS. Often this is as part of a
leadership team or triumvirate comprising a physician,
nurse manager and general manager. It appears that
medical leadership in primary care is less well
developed, other than the leadership roles that
physicians take on in their medical practices.

Denmark stands out in the review as the country where
there is an explicit aim of increasing the involvement of
doctors in leadership roles. Specifically, there are medical
directors on the boards of all hospitals, and clinical
departments are required to have a physician as leader.
Doctors are supported to take on leadership roles
through mandatory training at the postgraduate level
that is based on demonstrating core competences in
seven roles (derived from CanMEDS approach
developed in Canada). The training includes a 10 day
leadership course provided by the Danish regions and
the National Board of Health. After appointment as
consultants, doctors are offered a five day leadership
course.

Arrangements in the other countries included in the
review are less well developed. In the Nordic countries
other than Denmark, there has been some weakening
of the traditionally dominant role of doctors in
leadership, driven by reforms that have strengthened
the role of managers and challenged professional
autonomy. In Australia and New Zealand, there is no
explicit policy to increase the involvement of doctors in
leadership roles, and training to support medical
leadership is patchy (for example, in Australia training is
focused at the state level, and is heavily dependent on
the role of professional bodies rather than government
agencies). Only in the Netherlands is there evidence of a
more systematic approach with the CanMEDS approach

having recently been adopted as a framework for
leadership development.

In none of the countries reviewed is leadership training
included in the undergraduate curriculum, and in all
countries there is a range of voluntary provision
available to physicians in mid career, provided by
universities, medical associations, and others.

Kaiser Permanente
A widely cited example of an organisation in which
medical leadership is well developed is Kaiser
Permanente in the United States.

Kaiser Permanente comprises the Kaiser Foundation
Health Plan, Kaiser Foundation Hospitals, and the
Permanente Medical Groups. The Permanente Medical
Groups have a mutually exclusive relationship with the
health plan and this generates a high degree of
commitment on the part of physicians to Kaiser’s
performance and success. This relationship means that
the fate of the medical groups and the plan is
intertwined, and there is therefore a strong incentive for
working in partnership. It is this close alignment of
interests that lies behind Kaiser’s performance. 

A high proportion of doctors take on leadership roles in
the medical groups and these groups are in effect self
managing medical guilds working under contract to the
health plan. It is within the medical groups that
agreement is reached on how care should be delivered
to patients. Change and improvement occur through
the commitment of physicians to deliver the care they
believe to be appropriate, rather than compliance with
an externally imposed standard. 

The result is a culture in which the most powerful staff
group has taken responsibility for the performance of
the organisation. Peer accountability for performance is
emphasised within this culture and doctors are expected
to engage with their colleagues in reviewing practice
and performance. A substantial commitment is made to
career long education and professional development in
order to sustain this way of working.

There is a degree of self selection in the medical groups
which tend to attract doctors who prefer working
within an organised framework rather than in office
based practice. Part of this organised framework is a
commitment to team working and to practising in
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collaboration rather than competition. After serving an
‘apprenticeship’, doctors are elected by their peers into
membership of the medical groups, at which point they
become shareholders in the groups. 

Permanente physicians are paid market rates and some
of their income is in the form of bonuses based on
performance in areas like quality outcomes and patient
satisfaction. The remuneration package on offer creates
an incentive for doctors to stay within the groups for
their entire career with pension entitlements being
enhanced as retirement is reached. There is a strong
feeling of all physicians working together and with
managers in the organisation in a closely aligned
relationship.
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For much of the history of the NHS, doctors have
enjoyed a large measure of freedom to practise in
the way they consider appropriate, and the
development of clinical directorates since the
Griffiths report in 1983 has met with only partial
success. Tribalism remains strongly ingrained in the
NHS and staff who occupy hybrid roles, like doctors
who become clinical directors, face the challenge of
bridging different cultures. Research into the impact
of clinical directors highlights the difficulties of
introducing new ways of working into the NHS, the
strength of traditional relationships, and the
orientation to stability rather than change. The
evidence also suggests that medical management
has often been under resourced and the incentives
for doctors to become involved in management have
been weak.

The findings from empirical research confirm the
persistence of hospitals as professional bureaucracies
in which front line staff have a large measure of
control by virtue of their training and specialist
knowledge. Control and co-ordination are achieved
primarily through professional networks and collegial
processes. In these bureaucracies, professionals
themselves play key leadership roles, both informally
and where they are appointed to formal positions;
leadership is dispersed and distributed; and collective
leadership is critically important. In the absence of
hierarchical control, followership is also important in
enabling leaders to function effectively, as is the role
of doctors who are leaders by virtue of their personal
credibility. The use of ‘soft governance’ techniques
by medical leaders is also relevant. There is little
evidence that professional bureaucracies have been
superseded by newer organisational forms such as
the managed professional business and the quasi
market hospital archetype.

On the basis of the review of international
experience, it appears that there is most potential for
learning from Denmark and Kaiser Permanente. The
learning from Kaiser Permanente relates not only to
its investment in leadership development, important
as this is, but also to the creation of a system,
shaped over many years, that is closely aligned with
the challenges of leadership in professional
bureaucracies. Key features of this system are the
appointment of a large number of doctors to

leadership roles, an emphasis on horizontal or
collegial processes of control and co-ordination, and
a culture in which autonomous professionals accept
the need to work in partnership with their peers and
with managers. 

One important caveat that needs to be registered is
that medical leadership in itself is unlikely to deliver
the transformational changes the NHS is seeking to
implement. As the review of the evidence shows,
bringing about change and improvement in health
care organisations is complex and hinges on the
interaction of several factors. Medical leadership
needs to be developed alongside other strategies
and has to be supported and valued by strategic
leaders at all levels in the NHS, including those at the
very top. 

What our work also confirms is that there is an
opportunity for the UK to use this learning and to
become an exemplar in medical leadership and its
development, building on existing activities. With the
exceptions noted here, none of the countries studied
appears to have made more progress on these issues
than the UK, and the project being led by the NHS
Institute for Innovation and Improvement and the
Academy of Medical Royal Colleges has the potential
to position the UK at the leading edge of
international practice. As this project goes forward, it
is important to learn from the experience that has
been gained in the 25 years that has elapsed since
the Griffiths report, not least to ensure that a
renewed commitment to the education and
development of doctors as leaders is linked to
appropriate incentives and career structures, and
reward and recognition for those taking on
leadership roles.

Chris Ham and Helen Dickinson

February 2008.
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Summary of Findings
Appendix 1
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