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Good Afternoon.  I am grateful for the opportunity to speak to all of you today.  And I am grateful for the faith you have placed in me, by allowing me to serve as the President of this association.  Before I begin my formal remarks, I would like to express specific Thanks to a few individuals and groups who have spent countless hours working on our collective behalf over the past year.

First, I would like to thank the members of the AHQA Board and Executive Committee.  Each of these elected individuals has dedicated considerable amounts of their volunteer time and energy and financial resources to help make the QIO Program successful.  

Second, I would especially like to thank Sallie Cook and Greg Simmons, the Presidential Officers.  Both of these leaders have been able and thoughtful advisors to me and both have carried much of the direct leadership load in my absence as well.

Third, I would like to thank Dawn Fitzgerald and the other members of the AHQA Annual conference planning committee.  This has been a somewhat difficult year to plan a meeting. (I have always thought that Understatement was a fine art.)  And yet, we have a solid and meaningful, and frankly impressive, program prepared of us over the next two days.  I hope you will all benefit from and participate fully in that program.

Finally, I would like to thank David Schulke, and the staff at AHQA.  David and Bruce and Michele and all the staff have shown great perseverance throughout this year.  There have been many set backs and challenges and obstacles left in our path.  Each of these has been handled with professionalism and determination.  And much good has been accomplished through their service that has gone to our collective benefit.

Please join me in expressing appreciation to all of these individuals. (Applause)  Thank you.

Now, let me turn my attention to my formal remarks for today’s session.  I have entitled my speech: Rhetoric and Jazz, Building a Productive Future for the QIO Program and Industry.  That probably sounds like an esoteric and obscure title.  And actually it is.  But I hope you will bear with me for a few minutes as I try to make the link usefully.  The title comes from an essay that I recently read, written by Greg Clark.  Dr. Clark is a Professor of English Language and Rhetoric at Brigham Young University, my Alma Mater.  Dr. Clark’s thesis is that Rhetoric (which I use here in the best sense of the term to mean communication leading to positive influence) can learn from the processes of Jazz musical performance.  Under this analogy, effective citizenship in a community comes from finding the right mix, or the sweet spot, that brings together both individuality and collaboration or interconnectedness.  Jazz music would not be Jazz without a strong individualist streak—a series of solo performances or “rifs” improvising on musical themes and even competing with one another.  However, it would also not be Jazz without the interconnectedness of the musicians in the group and without the individual musicians be willing to “lose their individual identity” as they create a whole that is greater than its parts.  In Jazz, there is always tension between the individual and the collective performance.  In great Jazz performances, the tension works to accelerate collective progress.

I would like to suggest that our collective success as an industry going forward depends on creating and maintaining the constructive dialogue that leads to this same balance of connectedness and interaction blended with doses of both individuality and competition—in other words that same “dialogue” that can be found in a great Jazz performance.  If we don’t get the balance right, we run the risk of devolving to irrelevance at one extreme or infighting and ineffectiveness at the other.  I believe in our community.  And I believe we are up to this task.  We should not fear the tension or the conversation.  But in order to find this balance, there are several things that we must do.

First, we must embrace changes and innovations to our program.  Each of us must become leaders in that realm of innovation, learning the most successful models and carrying them out.  Individually, as member organizations, we must each choose to shed our reputations as backward-looking, conservative entities that are seeking to preserve the status quo.  We have made a lot of progress on this front, but we must continue the effort. We must stop fighting against the governance reforms that are here and starting touting our diversity, and the breadth and depth of our engagement in the local communities we serve.  We must not be afraid of competition, but instead should make sure that we are the recognized leader in health care quality in the communities we serve.  If your community doesn’t currently see you that way, then focus on changing in order to assume that role.  We must welcome competition as a means to assure that our communities and health care systems are served by the best available strategies, the best staff, and the most effective and connected community relationships that will be required in order to make a sustainable difference in health care in our respective states.  We must be ready to offer that evolving expertise so that competition doesn’t lead only to awards to the low price bidder who may not really be committed to the local community at all.  

Second, we must lead the effort to create efficiency in our own houses.  If one steps back, it is not at all difficult to see tremendous inefficiency in many of the processes we now carry out in the QIO Program.  For example, the case review process is incredibly inefficient and expensive and convoluted in comparison to the value it produces.  Other work processes are similarly inefficient. We run the process the way CMS now requires, and individually we do that pretty well, and so you may say correctly that the inefficiency is not our fault.  But this isn’t about blame or finger pointing.  The reality is that we know these processes better than anyone else, and we must figure out how to make them better and convince CMS to make those changes or we will all be tossed out with the process when the weight of that process finally gets too heavy and the pressure finally gets too great.

Third, we must, “Run to Space.”   This refers to a talk given by Don Berwick at the IHI Forum a few years ago.  In that speech, Don told, with his characteristic humor, the story of his daughter’s soccer team.  In the end, the team progressed when they learned that they couldn’t expect to get the ball and advance it toward the goal if they stood and waited for the ball to come to them, or if they simply ran with the rest of the pack.  To succeed, they needed to learn to run to the open spaces and depend on their teammates to get the ball to them there.  Similarly, we cannot expect to succeed collectively if we keep moving only within the safety of the pack or wait in place for other people to recognize that we have something useful to offer.  Instead, we must find the open spaces and anticipate future needs in the health care system.  Primarily, this kind of work needs to be done by individual organizations, and then shared with other members.

Fourth, there are also some things that we must preserve. Quality improvement organizations (QIOs) are a national network of independent organizations that cover all fifty states and territories and that are committed to improving the quality, safety, and efficiency of healthcare delivery.  Every QIO is doing things in their local community to make health care better in a measurable and meaningful way.  And each QIO has its own set of local clients in the public and private sectors, with one client—Medicare—in common.  In my opinion, it is this National Network concept that gives the QIO program special potential as a vehicle for changing the American health care quality system.  There are many other organizations at work in the quality space—NQF, NCQA, AHRQ, QASC, IHI, and so on.  In fact, there is a veritable alphabet soup of quality out there.  Even within the CMS portfolio, there are other sets of contractors who touch on the quality agenda in at least some way—MACs, and RACs, and PSCs, etc.  But only the QIO program has a national network infrastructure now in place made up of independent local organizations, working together to improve and redesign health care.  We must preserve and strengthen this infrastructure, even as we adapt and change and even compete in the new future space.

Finally, we must commit to be part of the collective community and stay united and “associated” as an industry.  Even together, we only represent a tiny part of the health care landscape—easily lost in the $2 Trillion American health care industry.  Our power and voice is derived only from our connectedness and our coordinated local presence.  If we allow the system to break us apart and each try to go our own way in order to pursue our individual interests, then we will certainly be crushed and absorbed by the pressures at work in that much larger system’s natural and intentional processes.  I hope you will all join with me in building that connected and coordinated and innovative future for the QIO Program and for QIOs.  If we work together, we can create “great music” and make a difference.

Thank You.
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