PURPOSE

A Noble Calling

An Interview with Michael Dowling, President and Chief Executive Officer, Northwell Health

Michael Dowling
is one of healthcare’s most influen-
tial voices, taking a stand on soci-
etal issues such as gun violence
and immigration that many bealth
system CEOs shy away from. His
leadership has been invaluable
to Northwell’s consistent expan-
sion and prominence. In March
2020, he successfully navigated
the health system through the first
COVID-19 epicenter in the U.S.,
detailing Northwell’s experiences
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Island Association. He is past chair
and a current board member of the
National Center for Healthcare Lead-
ership (NCHL), the Greater New York
Hospital Association, the Healthcare
Association of New York State, and
the League of Voluntary Hospitals of
New York. Dowling was an instructor
at the Center for Continuing Profes-
sional Education at the Harvard
School of Public Health. He earned his
undergraduate degree from Univer-
sity College Cork (UCC), Ireland, and

in a book titled, Leading Through
a Pandemic: The Inside Story of Humanity,
Innovation, and Lessons Learned During the
COVID-19 Crisis. Overall, Northwell treated over
300,000 COVID patients — more than any other
U.S. bealth system.

Prior to becoming CEO in 2002 and joining
Northwell in 1995, Dowling served in New York
State government for 12 years, including seven
years as State Director of Health, Education,
and Human Services and Deputy Secretary to
the Governor. He was also Commissioner of the
State Department of Social Services. Earlier,
he was a Professor of Social Policy and Assis-
tant Dean at the Fordham University Grad-
uate School of Social Services and Director of
the Fordbham campus in Westchester County.
Dowling bas been bonored with many awards
and recognitions over the years, including
the Ellis Island Medal of Honor, the Presiden-
tial Distinguished Sevvice Award for the Irish
Abroad, the Alfred E. Smith Award from the
American Society for Public Administration,
the National Human Relations Award from the
American Jewish Committee, and the Foreign
Policy Association Medal Award. In 2017, be
was selected to serve as the Grand Marshal of
New York’s St. Patrick’s Day Parade. In 2022,
he was named the most influential leader
in bhealthcare by Modern Healthcare, ranking
#1 in its annual list of the “100 Most Powerful
People in Healthcare,” making it the 16th
consecutive year he was featured.

Dowling is past Chair of the Healthcare
Institute and the current Chair of the Insti-
tute for Healthcare Improvement (IHI). He
is a member of the Institute of Medicine of the
National Academies of Sciences and the North
American Board of the Smurfit School of Busi-
ness at University College, Dublin, Ireland.
He also serves as a board member of the Long

bis master’s degree from Fordbham
University. He also has honorary doctorates
Jfrom the prestigious Queen’s University Belfast,
University College Dublin, Hofstra Universily,
Dowling College, and Fordham University.

INSTITUTION BRIEF Northwell Health
(northwell.edu) is a clinical, academic and
research enterprise with a workforce of more than
86,000 and annual revenue of $18 billion. North-
well is the largest healthcare provider and private
employer in New York State, caring for more
than two million people annually through a vast
network of more than 900 outpatient facilities,
including 220 primary care practices, 60 urgent
care centers, home care, rebabilitation, and end-
of-life programs, and 21 hospitals. Northwell also
pursues pioneering research at the Feinstein Insti-
tutes for Medical Research and a visionary
approach to medical education highlighted by the
Zucker School of Medicine, the Hofstra Northwell
School of Nursing and Physician Assistant Studies,
and one of the nation’s largest medical residency
and fellowship programs.

Ukrainian President, Volodymyr Zelenskyy, presented Michael Dowling with the Order of Merit (Ukraine), a special distinction awarded to
individuals for oulstanding achievements to honor bis exceptional leadership in providing vital medical care o Ukraine. Since the start of
the war in Ukraine, Northwell has provided lifesaving supplies, telemedicine services, and direct care to wounded soldiers
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Michael Dowling at work in bis office at Northwell Health

Will you elaborate on how Northwell is
delivering care outside of the hospital?

Many people are surprised when I say that
only 47 percent of Northwell’s overall business
is hospital, inpatient care. Well over a decade
ago, we began expanding our outpatient, ambu-
latory footprint — moving services that were
once done inside a hospital outside, such as
imaging, cancer, urgent care, surgery, etc.
Northwell was at the forefront of this trans-
formation of bringing necessary care closer to
where people live. It's better service, improved
quality and more customer focused. Today,
while we have 21 hospitals, we have almost 900
outpatient facilities and locations and the most
comprehensive array of post-acute services such
as home care, lab services and physical therapy.

This does not mean that hospitals are unim-
portant or less important. They will continue to
provide high-end specialty care, intensive care,
trauma services, transplant services and treat
serious chronic illness. But they are only one
component of the continuum of care. Hospitals
will also be the place where most babies are
born. At Northwell, we deliver about 1 percent
of all babies born in the U.S.

Is this structure sustainable?

Organizationally yes, but it will continue to
evolve. More care now done only in hospitals
will, once the science and quality accelerates, be
moved outside. As people live longer and chronic
illness increases, high-end tertiary hospitals will
expand their capacity. The challenge is financial —
the business aspect of care delivery. Most care is
paid for by the two large government programs
Medicare and Medicaid. At Northwell, it is over
60 percent of our business. Government payors —
especially Medicaid -- do not pay enough to cover
the cost. This is a universal problem, but exagger-
ated in high labor cost areas, such as New York.
Contrary to what some people think, we cannot,

like most businesses, just raise our prices — they are
negotiated and regulated. It’s all sustainable as
long as there is growth in the non-governmental
business and organizations are adaptable enough
to launch other revenue-generating options. This
is why Northwell has established a for-profit set
of business options such as pharmacy, lab, trans-
portation and our own group purchasing organi-
zation (GPO).

The traditional way of doing business is
not sustainable long term. Those that break
with the status quo and become addicted to
innovation and new thinking will survive.

Do you feel that the industry is attracting
the talent required to meet the future needs
in healthcare?

The industry will attract the best if we
invest in talent, have a commitment to contin-
uous learning, have a positive, team-oriented
culture, and are focused on the mission of
serving the whole community. I am convinced
that people don’t just want to work for an orga-
nization — they want to belong to a cause, to
be part of something that has real purpose,
that is not afraid to take tough positions on
matters important to society at large — e.g.,
climate change, gun violence, mental health
issues, etc.

At Northwell, talent development and
management is a top priority. That is why we
have an internal “corporate university” called
the Center for Learning and Innovation (CLD.
It is why we developed an innovative curric-
ulum at our medical and nursing schools and
why we work with over 60 high schools (this
year touching over 100,000 students). It is
why we create internships and apprentice-
ships for high school and college students
to attract them to the field of healthcare and
why we have our own scholarship program.

The talent we have today, as good as it
is, will not be good enough for tomorrow. We
have to create it. It is all a wonderful, exciting
opportunity.

How important is it for the Northwell
workforce at all levels of the health system
to have a service mentality?

Very important. Just think of what they
do each day - take care of others who are
momentarily (at least for many) less fortunate.
This takes a special kind of person — a person
with compassion, who has a belief in commu-
nity, in the interdependence of us all. We are in
the customer service business — taking care of

Michael Dowling greets new employees at a weekly orientation session.
Northwell, New York's largest private employer, welcomes between 200-300 new team members every week
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