Rural County Hospital In Litchfield,
Minnesota Masters What Many Large
Hospitals Have Not.
Attracting and retaining stellar CEOs to ensure viability,
while deepening patient loyalty.
By Cejka Search
In 2002, Meeker Memorial Hospital in Litchfield, Minn. – population 6,500 – was at risk of joining the growing number
of rural hospitals in the U.S. unable to maintain positive profit margins. Eighty-one rural hospitals closed between 2010
and August 2017, according to University of North Carolina’s Cecil G. Sheps Center for Health Services Research, and many
others are vulnerable. About 41 percent of rural facilities operated with negative margins in 2016, a Chartis Group and
iVantage study of 2,100 hospitals revealed. Hospital closures in small towns like Litchfield mean patients lose access to
their closest emergency room and local economies suffer devastating blows. A single phone call may have changed all of that
for Litchfield when a hospital board member phoned an old friend who had grown up in the small community, Mark Madden.
He knew Madden had gone on to become a search consultant, helping healthcare organizations find qualified executives to
fill their vacant leadership roles. Madden, whose 86-year-old mother still lives in Litchfield, happily accepted the challenge.

Battling the Currents of Healthcare Change
Meeker Memorial was a century-old pillar of the community he loved, but for nearly a decade the facility had weathered
the storm of shrinking healthcare margins. As a result, certain facility structures, equipment, and technology required
modernization, and its size was unable to accommodate additional patient volume. These factors, among others, hampered
both patient and physician attraction. Madden’s first priority was to meet with the hospital’s board members, physicians, and
direct reports to understand what it would take to turnaround his hometown hospital. “Mark had a way of getting to the heart
of things, and really helped us hone-in on the precise competencies and profile we needed in our next CEO,” said former
Meeker Memorial Board Member Mike Huberty, who worked with Madden on subsequent searches.
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A Pivotal Moment in Meeker Memorial’s Journey
It was time for Meeker Memorial to make some big changes. The hospital was on the verge of losing money, the board had
developed a strained relationship with the exiting CEO, and relationships with local providers were poor. Madden set out to find
qualified leadership candidates and also educated the board on how they would need to change their working relationship with the
incumbent, if he or she was to be successful. The priority was to identify healthcare leaders with the following skills:
• A firm grasp on the future of
healthcare, and a vision for how Meeker
Memorial could develop a strategy to
serve the community with high quality
and sustainable care.

• The ability to collaborate with board
members, government and community
leaders, physicians, and the greater
medical community on a common
vision.

• Strong financial and operational
experience to ensure financial
viability.

In May 2002, Mike Schramm was hired from among several qualified candidates as CEO. He had turned around a smaller
hospital and clinic system in Sibley County, Minn., about 50 miles from Litchfield. Meeker Memorial was a larger hospital with a
strong medical staff, which appealed to Schramm. “Mark has very good political instincts, he had a good read on the operational
challenges, and his insights prepared me well for the role,” said Schramm of his experience working with Madden. “I knew exactly
what I was getting into, which is a tremendous benefit when you’re entering a new organization.”

The Right Leader for the Job
Fortunately for Litchfield residents, Schramm proved to be the right leader to get Meeker Memorial back on track. During
Schramm’s seven-year tenure as CEO, which is more than twice as long as the rural hospital national average according to
Yaffe & Company, the team not only returned Meeker Memorial to profitability but also expanded it. Together with the board
and medical staff, Schramm developed and embarked on a strategic plan that included:
• Becoming certified as a “Critical Access” facility, which provided avenues to attain additional government funding.
• Partnering with local clinics to recruit new physicians and specialists, thereby expanding services and increasing
patient volume.
• Creating a hospital foundation that helped raise capital to fund significant upgrades and a 75,000-square-foot
expansion, offering state-of-the-art surgical suites, as well as imaging, labor and delivery, oncology and
rehabilitation services.
“The job of running a small, community hospital is unique, in that you really have to wear a lot of different hats, and get
deeply involved not just in your own operations but also in those of the medical community,” said Schramm. A prime example
is Schramm’s facilitating of relationships between Meeker Memorial’s neighboring clinics, one a small satellite of a multibillion-dollar health system and the other a larger, physician-owned clinic. He helped the clinics to define areas of focus so
that both could coexist. Ultimately, he supported the plans for one clinic to buy out the other and collaborated on ways for
the integrated group to best work with Meeker Memorial to meet the needs of the community.
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Passing the Torch: A Legacy Continued
When it was time for Schramm to move on, the Meeker Memorial Board called upon Madden once again to help fill the role.
“We have confidence and faith in Mark Madden’s process because we’ve seen it work,” said Meeker Memorial Chief Quality
Officer and long-time executive Ann Lien. “He meets with the right people to understand where we are today and what kind
of candidate we need – which has been different each time – and then he delivers.”
With the fundamentals in place, the board’s goal was to find an individual who could further expand and develop services.
“Any of the candidates Mark presented could have done the job. They had the right experience, credentials, and education, so
the search committee had the luxury of choosing the candidate they felt was the best cultural fit,” added Lien.
Kyle Rasmussen, described as a hands-on leader, joined as CEO in late 2009 and continued the legacy of success. He
recruited new physicians from cities in Minnesota and Wisconsin to meet the community’s rising demand for services,
including senior behavioral health, occupational therapy, orthopedic services, and oncology.
Rasmussen is also credited with elevating the patient experience at Meeker Memorial by further leveraging the staff’s already
strong commitment to patient care. He engaged hospital employees, from maintenance to leadership, to help define a great
guest experience, which is different for each patient or family member. With the introduction of the GEM management
philosophy, which stands for “guest experience maximization”, staff members, providers and volunteers were empowered to
do the right thing at the right time for every guest.

What’s Next for the Rural Hospital that Could?
Thanks to the continued success achieved under the leadership of Rasmussen, who decided to retire as CEO in 2018, Meeker
Memorial today is a financially thriving hospital in the vibrant town of Litchfield where it is a significant employer. And, yes
Madden has been tapped once again to identify a stellar leader for the job.
Out of 54 initial prospects, the board selected Kurt Waldbillig, an experienced hospital CEO with previous success at leading
rural, critical-access facilities with vision and financial prowess. This is the second leadership position Waldbillig has landed
by working with Madden. “When a hospital CEO resigns it triggers a level of internal anxiety about filling the void right away,
especially in a rural community,” explained Waldbillig. “Mark understands this tendency and does a great job of walking the
board and leadership team through the vetting process, making sure they choose the right person not just for the hospital,
but also for the community.”
Assuming the role in September 2018, one of Waldbillig’s first priorities was to meet with community leaders, including the
mayor, the school superintendent, county commissioners, and large private employers. “My message is: As part of a small
town, we are all connected. The community’s housing, school systems and amenities impact the hospital’s ability to recruit
providers, and a thriving hospital impacts local employment and well-being,” he said.
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Mastering What Many Large Health Systems Have Not
In an era, where hospitals of all sizes are struggling to keep up with regulatory changes and shrinking reimbursements – all
while delivering quality outcomes and high patient satisfaction – this small-town, county hospital of Litchfield has, at least
in part, figured it out.
In the view of one of its leaders, the key is teamwork. “A CEO is a quarterback, but leading a county-owned hospital to
succeed is a team effort,” said Schramm. He credits the support of board members, the medical staff, including physicians,
and community members, all willing to step up and help Meeker Memorial achieve its goals.
Another of Meeker Memorial’s leaders points to one of the unique aspects of running a rural hospital as the key to its
success. “It’s challenging for a small hospital with limited resources to keep up with all of the changing regulations and
reimbursements,” said Waldbillig. “But it is also extremely rewarding, because we get to take care of our neighbors, loved ones
and friends, and there is no one better equipped to do that than your own community members.” Leading Meeker Memorial
into the next generation of healthcare delivery means Waldbillig will evaluate potential relationships with many interested
healthcare organizations, large and small, thanks to its strong financial condition. But what remains constant, according to
Lien, is “decisions at Meeker Memorial have and always will be guided by what allows us to best serve the members of our
community.”

A Hometown Offers Lifelong Lesson
For Madden, now a 30-year veteran of the executive search
profession, the Meeker Memorial experience has had a
profound impact on him professionally and personally. “I got
to witness the tremendous impact the job I do, placing the
right leader at the right facility at the right time, can have
on an entire community, and that has continued to inspire
me in my career until this day.”

Madden and his wife Kim, also a Litchfield native, visit
their hometown several times a year, calling it a “favorite
destination” of their five grandchildren. A staple of the
community, Great Grandma Madden volunteered at the
hospital until a year ago and still attends its Bone Builder
class twice a week.

The Man Who Helped Preserve His Hometown Hospital
Attracting and retaining stellar CEOs to ensure viability, while deepening patient loyalty.
In college, his interest in mentoring was so strong that he considered becoming a teacher. He
ultimately decided to study business, but teaching remained integral to his nature. Early in
his career, Madden began leading teams in sales and operations. He earned a reputation for
consistently identifying great talent and thus decided to take that skill and apply it to helping
identify leaders for other organizations. Within three years of becoming a search consultant,
Madden’s focus turned to, an industry that always interested him and to which he was exposed in
a very practical way through his wife, a nurse. Finding his niche and passion, he has remained
focused on healthcare leadership for nearly thirty years and has grown astute in the unique
dynamics of the healthcare industry. Today, he serves as a managing principal with Cejka Executive
Search, a top-ranked health care executive search firm in the U.S., exclusively serving the health
care industry and health-related academic organizations. Madden has grown an expansive network
of healthcare executives and expertise in filling C-suite positions for large multi-site, integrated and
tertiary health systems, as well as smaller community hospitals and medical groups.

Mark Madden

Contact him at mmadden@cejkasearch.com.
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