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LEADERSHIP & PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Leadership & Professional Development: Make a Friend Before You Need One
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“Takers believe in a zero-sum world, and they end up creat-
ing one where bosses, colleagues and clients don’t trust them. 
Givers build deeper and broader relationships—people are 
rooting for them instead of gunning for them.”

—Adam Grant

To succeed in a hospital, leaders need a generous supply of 
social and political capital.  House officers learn this very quick-
ly, especially when they are relying on other members of the 
healthcare team to obtain tests and studies for their patients 
and calling for specialty consultations. To be successful and 
efficient, building relationships and trust is key. Such capital, 
unfortunately, takes time to develop. Therefore, healthcare 
leaders and clinicians at all levels of training need to make an 
everyday investment of goodwill and friendliness with those 
they encounter. The dividends may be slow in coming, but 
they are substantial and sustained. Friends give you the benefit 
of the doubt—and help you when you are most in need. 

Having friends (or friendly colleagues) at work is beneficial 
both professionally and personally. The benefits of social inter-
actions have been studied for years and even more so in recent 
times with the dramatic increase in the use of handheld devic-
es. Eye contact between casual acquaintances passing each 
other in the hallway is replaced with eyes focused downward 
on smartphones. The result? We are becoming more social-
ly isolated. Our personal solution? When we see profession-
al colleagues (or patients and families in the hallways of our 
hospital), we nod in acknowledgement with appropriate eye 
contact and say “Good morning” or “Hello” even if we don’t 
know them—even if their eyes are focused on their devices 
as they walk past you in the hallway. You get a gold star if you 

remember the names of the professional colleagues you see 
frequently in the hallways or around the hospital.

This isn’t soft science; it’s backed by hard data. When we 
conduct site visits of different hospitals around the country to 
help them improve their care quality and performance, we in-
formally divide hospitals into two groups: The “How ya doin’?” 
hospitals vs the “Rec-Ignore” hospitals (in which employees 
recognize a colleague in the hallway but choose to not ac-
knowledge them). Most prefer to work at a “How ya doin’?” 
hospital. Being friendly has been linked to increased team spir-
it and morale, knowledge sharing, trust, prevention of burnout, 
and sense of a positive working environment. It also makes you 
feel better about yourself—and makes other people feel sim-
ilarly as well. 

We’ll share an example from a search for a new department 
chair. The dean went on reverse site visits to meet the two fi-
nalists in their home institutions and asked them for tours of 
their hospitals. Candidate A walked around and it seemed like 
everyone knew her. She smiled and said hello to the people 
she came in contact with during the tour. Not so for candidate 
B—just the opposite. Guess which candidate the dean hired? 

Put away your phone, interact with your colleagues, and 
learn to make small talk, and not just with your supervisors or 
peers. Chitchat is an important “social lubricant,” fostering a 
sense of community and teamwork. It helps bring down the 
divides that come from organizational hierarchies. It helps en-
dear you to your staff.

Developing a reputation as a nice person who is quick with 
a smile and even quicker with a “How ya doin’?” pays off in 
the end. This reputation also makes it easier to give bad news, 
something that all leaders must do at some point. So make a 
friend before you need one—it usually will pay dividends. 
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