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Leadership Lessons from COVID
• Pandemic induced extreme uncertainty
and volatility in health care organizations
(HCOs)
• Impacted HCOs in potentially expected
domains (clinical care), but also in
potentially unexpected domains (supply
chain, staffing, technology, finances, etc.)
• Highlighted the value of strong
management and business expertise
among HCO leaders
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the business of healthcare. Journal of Patient Safety and Risk Management, 26(2): 51-55. https://doi.org/10.1177/2516043521990255
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Leadership Lessons from COVID
• Increasing research attention to
management and leadership in
HCOs
• Today’s Goal: Share some of my
recent research on what makes
leaders and HCOs more effective at
navigating uncertain and
information-intensive environment
of health care
Mayo, A.T., Myers, C.G., & Sutcliffe, K.M. 2021. Organizational science and health care.
Academy of Management Annals, 15(2): 537-576. https://doi.org/10.5465/annals.2019.0115
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Uncertainty is Certain
• COVID-19 has been (and continues to be) an
extreme case, but it can be instructive for
managing uncertainty in the future

“Things that have never happened before
happen all the time.”

– Scott Sagan

Sagan, S. D. 1993. The limits of safety: Organizations, accidents, and nuclear weapons. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
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Resilience to Uncertainty
• The pandemic has challenged
leaders to respond resiliently to
ongoing, evolving challenges
• Resilience is not something HCOs
have – it is something they do
• Doing resilience involves a great
deal of rapid learning
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Barton, M.A., Christianson, M.K, Myers, C.G., & Sutcliffe, K.M. 2020. Resilience-in-action: Leading for resilience in response to COVID-19.
BMJ Leader, 4(3): 117–119. https://doi.org/10.1136/leader-2020-000260
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Learning for Resilience
• At the individual level, learning is
protective against stress and burnout
– Among medical residents, stronger
learning orientation & being part of a
team engaging in learning associated
with reduced burnout
– Similar findings for managing stress
in other domains (and superior to
other rest or recuperation strategies)
Myers, C.G., Sateia, H.F., & Desai, S.V. 2018. Association between team learning behavior and reduced burnout among medicine residents.
Journal of General Internal Medicine, 33(12): 2037–2039. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11606-018-4596-2
Zhang, C., Myers, C.G., & Mayer, D.M. 2018. To cope with stress, try learning something new.
Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2018/09/to-cope-with-stress-try-learning-something-new
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Learning for Resilience
•

Organizational resilience is not just about
individuals learning more on their own (i.e.,
studying, deepening expertise)
– Learning with and from others among the
various teams, units, and organizations is
essential

•

Termed Vicarious Learning – learning
through making meaning of another’s
experience through observation or interaction
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– Linked to performance and ability to
incorporate external information effectively
Myers, C.G. 2021. Performance benefits of reciprocal vicarious learning in teams.
Academy of Management Journal, 64(3): 926-947. https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2018.0875
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Vicarious Learning in Health Care
• Qualitative, multi-year ethnography
of an Air Medical Transport
organization revealed peer-to-peer
storytelling as a key tool for sharing
experiences and developing capacity
to respond to the unexpected
Image credit: Pixabay (Free for commercial use), user: axogau

“That tradition of stories helps prepare people for that truly unique or different experience…
In some ways that’s instilling the experience or knowledge or ‘lessons learned’ from those
transports onto [others] in sort of an informal way, which, (a) lets them know the potential for
that crazy, unique, different transport is out there, and that it could happen. And then, (b)
they’ll pick up on the strategies we use [or] employ to manage it.”
Myers, C.G. Forthcoming. Storytelling as a tool for vicarious learning among air medical transport crews.
Administrative Science Quarterly.
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Vicarious Learning During COVID
•

Learning vicariously from other organizations’
and clinicians’ experience key for responding
resiliently and not “reinventing the wheel” in
COVID response
– However, systemic and procedural barriers
remain for sharing experience and insight,
particularly across regional and professional
boundaries
– Example: Johns Hopkins physicians
reaching out to colleagues on front lines in
China

Myers, C.G. 2020. Vicarious learning in the time of coronavirus.
Behavioral Science & Policy, 6(2): 153-161. https://behavioralpolicy.org/journal_issue/covid-19/
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Enhancing Learning Going Forward
•

The pressure of the pandemic accelerated
innovations in learning and knowledge
sharing; the opportunity now is to retain and
evolve them

•

Example: Increased use of strategies for
semi-formal learning (e.g., PPE safety
officers, superusers, etc.)
– Addresses the challenges of formal training
(slow, hard to scale) and informal learning
(inconsistent, unreliable)
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Myers, C.G., Rosen, M.A., & Yuan, C.T. 2021. What a pandemic reveals about learning in health care organizations.
Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 14(1-2): 126-129. https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2021.26
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Enhancing Learning Going Forward
•

Setting up tools and resources for peer-to-peer
storytelling and experience sharing
– Designated space for interactions (in person or
virtual); endorsement of successful sharing;
“starter seeds” and opportunities

•

Key to share not only failures (e.g., through
morbidity & mortality conferences), but also
exceptional successes
– Evidence from emergency departments that
stories of others’ exceptional success can
motivate clinician learning

Quinn, R.W., Myers, C.G., Kopelman, S., & Simmons, S. 2021. How did you do that? Exploring the motivation to learn from others' exceptional success.
Academy of Management Discoveries, 7(1): 15-39. https://doi.org/10.5465/amd.2018.0217
Myers, C.G. 2015. Is your company encouraging employees to share what they know?
Harvard Business Review. https://hbr.org/2015/11/is-your-company-encouraging-employees-to-share-what-they-know/
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Thank you
Christopher G. Myers, PhD
cmyers@jhu.edu
@ChrisGMyers
christophergmyers.net

Mariam Krikorian Atkinson, PhD
mkrikorian@hsph.harvard.edu
For updates on our research and to
join our discussion forum, please visit:
www.hero-network.org
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Questions?
Thank you for joining.
A recording will be sent following the webinar
Contact ACHE at contact@ache.org

