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How can Atul Gawande help reinvent health care with his
new company? These people have some ideas
By Justin Chen

June 21, 2018

Hyacinth Empinado/STAT

r. Atul Gawande is set to become the chief executive1 of a new health
care company being formed by Amazon, Berkshire Hathaway, and
JPMorgan Chase2.

The company, which has yet to be named, is being launched with lofty
ambitions: to find innovative ways to improve health care for employees
of the three companies. But its founders have hinted that company-wide
solutions could help find solutions to problems across the entire U.S.
health system.

So far, announcements regarding the new enterprise have been light on
policy details, leaving many to wonder how exactly it can succeed where
so many others have failed. We asked some of the country’s leading
health care experts and others for how they would counsel Gawande as
he begins his new adventure.

Some of the responses have been condensed and lightly edited for
clarity.
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Steve Klasko3: President and CEO of Thomas Jefferson University and
Jefferson Health
Lisa Suennen4: Senior managing director of GE Ventures
Leana Wen5: Commissioner of health for the city of Baltimore
Adam Bryant6: managing director of Merryck & Co., a senior
leadership development and executive mentoring firm
Megan Ranney7: Associate professor at emergency medicine at Alpert
Medical School at Brown University and director of Emergency Digital
Health Innovation program at Brown University
Andy Slavitt8: Founder of Town Hall Ventures and former acting
administrator of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services
Ashish Jha9: Professor of health policy at the Harvard T.H. Chan School
of Public Health
Susannah Fox10: Former chief technology officer at the Department of
Health and Human Services

Steve Klasko: President and CEO of Thomas Jefferson University and
Jefferson Health

The simple fact is that we have a dollar to pay for a dollar and quarter
worth of health care. And to get that 25 cents down is going to be painful
and is going to require really significant innovation.

What’s beautiful about what those companies have done is they went and
said, “All right we’re going to create a new model. It’s going to be very
customer service and less expensive and the people that can’t keep up
are going to go under.” … That’s never happened in health care.
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One of the challenges will be to bring the power of purchasing to the
person. If you think about it, we’re going through a once-in-a-
multigenerational change. From a business-to-business model to a
business-to-consumer model. From a physician and administrator is the
boss to patient is the boss. From hostile company to consumer health
entity. So if he starts from day one, thinking that way and then have
everything else be a dependent variable — he doesn’t listen to the “No,
let me tell you how it’s done” from every lobby organization in the
world, if he refuses to listen to them for the first four weeks and only
listens to what other industries of have done to transform their industry
— then I think he’ll be successful.

Lisa Suennen: Senior managing director of GE Ventures

As they are pushing companies, governments, whomever they need to
push to get on their plan for the three, use it as a leverage opportunity for
the country’s health system at large around such things as
interoperability, telemedicine regulation, and more thoughtful policy that
could affect everybody. … Use their power as a buyer and their power as
a huge PR machine, which they are, to force these issues that have been
tried and tried by others for so long.

Individual employers, individual buyers of insurance have not gotten
very far. But collectively with their power they can apply a lot of
pressure to those in industry who stand in the way of those positive
changes.
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Leana Wen: Commissioner of health for the city of Baltimore

Public health is not only about the health care that [people] receive. It’s
also about other factors that contribute to health and well-being. In
Baltimore we have neighborhoods, that are just a couple miles apart,
where a child born today can expect to live 20 years more or less just
depending what block they happen to be on.

Related: 1

Surgeon Atul Gawande selected as CEO of new health care company from Amazon, partners 1

Access to health care is one piece and quality health care is one piece but
another huge component is these social determinants of health. I hope
that as Dr. Gawande is looking into ways to improve health and cut costs
and keep consistency, he focuses his attention to these social
determinants. Things like housing, which is health care. Access to food
and transportation. Education attainment and interventions that can
happen in our schools … all these directly contribute to health and well-
being.

Adam Bryant: Managing director of Merryck & Co., a senior leadership
development and executive mentoring firm

One of the most important jobs of a leader — and it is a skill that many
struggle with — is to create simplicity out of complexity. Given that few
systems are more complex than health care in the United States, he faces
a big challenge: to come up with a clear plan that everyone can
understand, and that focuses on a handful of key measurements that
everyone can agree are foundational.
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This will also be a test of diplomacy. Everyone has strong opinions about
what the health care system should be, and how it should work. It is one
of our shared Rorschach tests of our society — everybody looks at it and
sees something different. Atul will have to be a good listener to get key
stakeholders to buy into his ideas, so that they feel some ownership, but
he will also have to bring clarity and commitment to the discussion to
make something happen. These are the paradoxes of leadership.
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Megan Ranney: Associate professor at emergency medicine at Alpert
Medical School at Brown University and director of Emergency Digital
Health Innovation program at Brown University

There is a lot of attention in the health care world right now about the
idea that reducing emergency department (ED) visits is a primary goal. I
would urge [Gawande] to switch that idea on its head and think about
how emergency departments can be used better as a central part of
linking patients to needed health care. To see emergency medicine as a
partner in the quest for reduced costs and improved outcomes rather then
as a barrier to those goals.

When patients touch the door to an emergency department, it is often a
moment of health care transition. … There’s a teachable moment in the
ED that allows people to be willing to make changes that patients
sometimes aren’t open to in a primary care office. … We take that
moment of that ED visit and turn into an opportunity for good. So, yes,
linking it back to other primary care systems but also delivering behavior
change interventions, linking people to communities services, etc. …
There are many of us across the country doing that to a small extent and
I think [Gawande] has the potential in this new role to expand that
capability.

Andy Slavitt: Founder of Town Hall Ventures and former acting
administrator of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services

They have hired somebody who is going to think about the big pictures
of public health issues as opposed to narrow commercial interests. …
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This signals that they’re interested in solving the problem, not just
finding a business opportunity.

It’s a tough job, trying to solve big problems, and there’s [special]
interests everywhere. They already said that they will stick to
[Gawande’s] ethical and moral center based upon what’s right for
patients and people. As long as [Gawande] sticks with that, I think he’ll
be fine.

Ashish Jha: Professor of health policy at the Harvard T.H. Chan School
of Public Health

The health care industry and technology are changing very, very rapidly.
… How individuals are engaging with apps and with other kinds of
personal technology. All of that is in substantial flux.

Without being excessively enamored by technology, I think what
[Gawande] needs to do is really focus on what are the needs of a health
care company designed for the future going to be … think about what
are the capacities and capabilities of health care over the next three to
five years and work on building a company that addresses those needs
and uses those technologies, so that by the time this thing is really up
and running, it’s employing the latest and the most impactful approaches
to improving population health.

Susannah Fox: Former chief technology officer at the Department of
Health and Human Services

Do what you can to open up access to the information, data, and tools
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that people need to solve their own problems. The more we empower
patients, the better off we all will be.

One of the emerging tools I’m hoping will go mainstream — and I’d
love to see this new entity help — is what I call peer-to-peer health care.
The internet gives us access not only to information, but also to each
other. Someone who has the same health condition or concern, or who is
at the same life stage, can give you very useful advice that augments, but
doesn’t replace, what you may get from a clinician.

Let’s leverage the ancient instinct to share our knowledge and help other
people, and combine it with the reach and precision of technology.
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