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As executive search consultants with extensive experience in both the for-profit and 
non-profit hospital sectors, we have the opportunity to observe industry changes and 
trends. One of these trends is the blurring of the “line in the sand” that previously deterred 
healthcare executives from moving between for-profit and non-profit organizations. The 
perception that the distinct business models of these organizations require unique and 
separate leadership skills seems to be melting away as more and more executives are 
successfully moving between these sectors.  

Not only are executives interested in moving between sectors, but organizations seek this as well. Disruption 
in the healthcare market is significant and constant. Value-based purchasing, the continued interest in 
consolidations/partnerships, and the entrance of new players such as Amazon and Wal-Mart into the 
healthcare space are causing organizations to rightly seek talent that is consumer-focused, physician-friendly, 
nimble, innovative, financially astute, and operationally efficient. Increasingly, hiring leaders and search 
committees are realizing that the talent they need to lead or complement their team may come from an 
organization vastly different than their own. 

To gain a better understanding of this trend and understand how it impacts executives, we 
reached out and sought opinions from healthcare leaders we know who have served both
for-profit and  non-profit organizations. Their insights are enlightening.

“(The line) is blurred,” says Jim Kendrick, CEO of the non-profit Community Hospital Corporation, based in 
Plano, Texas. “But there are still tenured executives on both sides that will always see the other sector as less 
qualified to run a healthcare organization in their sector.” In other words, says Kendrick, leaders in each sector 
may often be skeptical of each other. “It is changing, though,” he says.

Another executive offered this comment: “There is really not that much of a difference,” says John Petrov, 
currently Senior Vice President and CHRO at the non-profit KentuckyOne Health. “Individuals with solid skills 
sets, education and experience can work in just about any environment or organization as long as there is 
compatibility with the organization’s mission, vision and values.” He adds: “Great leaders can practice what 
they do anywhere.”

Switching sectors: career challenges and opportunities

While an increasing number of executives are finding success moving between non-profit and for-profit 
healthcare organizations, and many executives find it “refreshing” for their careers, there remain transitional 
challenges to acknowledge and overcome with regard to skill set. 

“Moving to a non-profit, I had to ‘learn’ and manage cash flow, investments, bonds, pension plans, etc., all of 
which are typically managed (by the corporate office) in the for-profits,” observes one finance executive who 
currently works for a non-profit but has significant for-profit experience. (Note: Some of the executives we 
contacted are quoted anonymously by their request.)

Carolyn Jackson, Chief Operating Officer for the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania, adds: “I think the 
bigger skill set challenge is going from a non-profit, which has additional support, to a for-profit, where you 
are lean and have to bootstrap yourself. I saw this (to be a challenge) many times when we hired people from 
solid non-profits to work at a for-profit.”  
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Another executive put it this way: “In the non-profit world I learned how to be a true servant leader. In the 
for-profit world I learned how to be an excellent steward of resources.” Multiple executives commented on the 
wealth of data that exists in for-profit organizations. 

Other thoughtful comments from executives on the differences: 

• “Moving from for-profit to not-for-profit involved changing the mindset from investor interests to 
community or faith-based interests. It required more than I originally expected with regard to: 1) slowing 
down in general; 2) seeking more consensus on decisions/actions; and 3) focusing on working to be a 
system.”

• “Leadership and strategic planning (at a non-profit) is driven by the owners of the hospital. Having the 
flexibility to engage and make local decisions in a non-profit gives an entirely different dynamic to hospital 
operations. That said, I do recognize the foundation of cost-effective leadership that I garnered from my 
first 14 years in a for-profit environment.”

Navigating the culture shift

Several respondents indicated an observed difference in the pace at which things get done, in that for-profits 
act more quickly as a matter of practice. “The speed of execution and need for results are much faster in 
the for-profit arena,” one executive says. “A factor in the pace at which non-profits operate is the number of 
stakeholders who must be consulted before decisions and changes can be made,” another executive noted.

However, Petrov of KentuckyOne Health makes the following observation: “Historically, I believe for-profits 
operated at a faster pace than non-profits. However, with the competitive landscape this does not seem to be 
the case any longer. I just recently joined a non-profit and we operate in a fast-paced environment just the same 
as the for-profit setting.”

In Petrov’s experience, non-profits are coming to the realization that operational efficiency, economies of scale 
and fiscal responsibility are keys to ensuring there is money to pursue their mission. Thus, they are borrowing 
tactics and processes which reflect profit-driven enterprises.  

Lessons for executive careers

The healthcare leaders who responded to our inquiry had some interesting thoughts to offer about their 
experiences in both sectors, and career advice for those considering a transition. “There are strengths in both 
sectors,” is a sentiment shared by many respondents. Organizations that find the “right balance” will be the 
most successful, as will their executives.

John Grah, the Chief Executive Officer of Tenet’s Lakewood Regional Medical Center, states that working in 
both the non-profit and for-profit sectors provided him with a “better understanding of the necessity to balance 
mission and margin.” The line between the two worlds is now far less formidable, notes Grah. “The for-profit 
sector tends to still look to see if a person has experience in that footprint but, overall, I am not sure there is 
much difference.”

To their peers considering a move from one sector to the other, our respondents offered some words of 
wisdom. John Petrov encourages others to dive in wholeheartedly once they have made the transition. “Be 
authentic and bring your full potential with you on this journey.” The transition period can take time, he says. 
“It’s important to learn about the other/new organization, and to be able to match one’s skills, experiences and 
strengths to the needs of the new organization.”
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Carol Bradley, Senior Vice President and Chief Nursing Officer for Legacy Health advises executives to embrace 
the challenge of learning from different organizations, making them more valuable and marketable. Bradley has 
seen many colleagues transition relatively easily between non-profits and for-profits. “Far more is made of this 
than is appropriate,” she says. “Everyone needs a margin!”

There will be skeptics for executives interviewing for a position on the “other side” of the industry. “Over-
communicate at every step of the process,” advises Jim Kendrick. “Tell your story. Explain why you are the type 
of individual that can do well in both sectors.”

Carolyn Jackson has observed that in an academic medicine environment “socializing ideas and getting buy-in 
from many stakeholders is critical.” She has worked in for-profit and academic medicine environments and can 
attest to the importance of adaptability and nimbleness. 

So what about the line in the sand? Our micro-survey showed that two-thirds of leaders believe that the line 
still exists but is continuing to blur. Twenty percent believe the line is gone completely. Ten percent believe that 
significance of the line depends upon direction: it is much easier to move from for-profit to non-profit, but even 
capable non-profit leaders “would struggle with the top-down management style and quick execution required 
by the for-profits.”

Takeaways

For organizations recruiting executives:

1. Good leaders are good leaders. One can adapt to a new culture and reprioritize to meet new organizational 
goals. Eschewing an executive because they have the wrong kind of experience means an organization may 
be closing the door on its next great leader. 

2. Each sector has its strengths and areas of opportunity. “For-profits should give increased time for strategic 
realization. Non-profits need to quantify and measure more. Non-profits should keep service and culture at 
the forefront, but be less tolerant of those who execute slowly.”

3. A little support goes a long way. For-profits and non-profits can consider enhancing onboarding and 
job support to reduce the learning curve for hires coming from the other sector. Executives who receive 
adequate orientation tend to get up to speed more quickly, reducing lags in decision-making and execution. 
“It was helpful for me to get hands-on support from colleagues the first year,” says one executive who 
recently transitioned into a non-profit leadership role. 

4. Look for learning opportunities in new leaders. Non-profits can benefit from monitoring expenses, 
establishing economies of scale and implementing other programs that for-profits find beneficial. After 
all, the saying goes, “no margin no mission.” Likewise, a for-profit can benefit at times by slowing down 
before executing a decision to ensure all possible outcomes are considered and that buy-in is ensured. 
Organizations must appreciate that leaders from different sectors bring new ideas and positive influences 
on operations and culture.
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For executives:

1. Be adaptable. If you have the skills and experience to lead make sure you have the ability to adjust how 
you prioritize, and how you react to the pace of decision-making. Most agree the for-profit sector moves 
more quickly than the non-profit, so it is important that you are able to adjust your style to that of the 
organization’s culture. 

2. Before making the jump from one sector to the other, perform due diligence. Network with colleagues and 
make contacts with executives in both the for-profit and non-profit environments. Learn as much as you 
can about the sector into which you are considering entering and the organization to ensure you have all 
the information you need, and that the move is the right career fit for you.

3. See each organization as unique. As you look for a career move, don’t assume that organizations within a 
specific sector are homogenous and offer the same things. Find the one that fits you. 

4. Get mentored. When signing on for a new role in an unfamiliar area, get mentorship from those around 
you (or even outside the organization) who have been in this sector (for-profit or non-profit) and know the 
landscape.

5. No matter where you are, expect change. One leader sums it up this way: “Wherever you go, know that this 
industry will continue to evolve and be disrupted, often from industries not similar to healthcare.” 

In conclusion, we believe we will continue to see increased interchange of leaders between non-profit and 
for-profit healthcare providers. This will provide career opportunities for executives seeking to expand their 
horizons, and new avenues of talent for healthcare organizations desiring to acquire talent from outside of their 
traditional sphere.
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