
SELECTED CASES 

Thi ry a nd the se nior mana ge me nt g roup 
un derstood the y needed th e invo lve m ent , 
coope ra t ion , e ne rgy. a nd ideas o f the cl inic 
ma nagers, the fro nt-lin e su pe rviso rs who 
make lhe cellle rs wo rk. In May o f 2000, 
more tha n 400 clinic ma nage rs, pl us peop le 
fro m corporate headqua rte rs asse mbled in 
Phoen ix, Arizona, fo r the first of w hat has 
no w become a nnlla l co rpora te -w id e m eet
in gs. The cho ice o f loca tion , Phoen ix, was 
intenti ona l, as th e phoe ni x is a b ird that rose 
from the ashes, just as the compa n y was 
seek ing to r ise from its preca rious cond it ion . 
Al thi s first m eeting, suggestion s fo r a new 
na m e fo r th e co m pa n y we re presented . It was 
the compa n y's tea mmat es. not th e boa rd o r 

just the se nio r man age m e n t, co ll ecti ve ly 
assembled a t thi s o ff-site, who voted on a nd 
the reby chose th e new nam e, Da Vit a, w hi ch 
is a n approxima te t ra nsla tio n o f the Ita lia n 
phra ses "lO give li fe" o r "he /sh e g ives li fe .'" 
Also at th a t m eet ing, g ro u ps d iscu ssed, 
debaled, and vOled o n proposa ls fo r lhe co re 
va lues. Exh ibit I sh ows the mi ssio n sta te 
ment tha t Thiry presen ted a t th e m ee ting a nd 
th e core va lues decid ed upon by lh e Phoe ni x 
de lega tion. Over the yea rs, the seve lll h va lu e, 
"fun ," was added by a no th er e lect ion. 

1 ~ TOIa ll~ena l Care A nnounces New Company Name," 
I lwesior Relat ions-DaVila, June 5, 2000. 

----------------------------------------------~[Exhibit 1] 
DaVita's Mission Statement and Core Values 
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For much of the first 18 months, Th iry and 
Me llo wou ld hold freq uent confere nce calls 
with the top 800 or so people in the company 
to update them on p rogress. As part of each 
ca ll , Thiry would say. "W hat is th e incrementa l 
ev idence tha t we are serioll s aboll l Ollr Mission 
and Values?" And then he would provide an 
an swer to tha i quest ion. Thiry commented, 
"There were lllallY periods w here, absent the 
pressure of knowing L had to ask and answer 
that simple question out loud in front of 800 
people, in many instances I would 1101 have 
launched ano ther program, or polic),. or COI11-

munication. They wou ld have been squeezed 
Ollt by the harsh rea li ties of norma l business
like they normally are," 

W ith increased foclis and attent ion to opera
tional details, the commitment of the COI11-

pan y's teammates, and the bank negotiations 
beh ind it, DaVi la emba rked 011 a remarkable 
transformation in its performance, achieving 
not on ly grea t financia l results, as shown in 
Exhibit 2, but also consistent, year-over-year 
improvements in clin ica l ou tcomes and reduc
tions in turn ove r. 

TH E DAVITA WAY: VALUES 
AND ORGAN IZATIONAL CULTURE 

DaVita did not develop its culture by accident. 
Th e culture was a result of what Th iry calls 
"pu rposeful actions" tha t "articu lated and 
demonstrated" w hat a company cou ld be. 
First, Thiry created a clear, concise, easy-lO
remember mission that was quickly lUrned 
into a song sti ll sung today. Then, he askerl 700 
colleagues 10 come to a consensus on the core 
values. The)' also used the following question 
as a benchmark for the ir own development: 
Wha l did olher great compan ies do to cultiva te 
cultures-companies like Sout hwest and 
Disney? 

Employees became teammates, and, if they 
"crossed the bridge" o f believing the com
pa ny cou ld be special , they became "cit ize ns" 
of the "v illage" (not a company), with Thi ry 

as "mayor. " Hugs were common, as were 
high-fives and laughter, even among the 
in tense ex -consultants and MBAs who popu
la ted the business offices. Throu gh what are 
called "traditions and symbols," DaVita exec
utives brought organ izat ional change con
cepts to life and made them rea l. 

Cathy Gelb, who ran the DaVita Academies 
as part of DaVita University and who had been 
w ith the company since 200 1, commented that 
one of the things that distingu ished DaVita 
from the Fortune 1000 companies where she 
had worked as a freelance training consu ltant 
was the tremendou s amount of strategic 
thought and intentionality that went into every 
single action and decision. She noted that, for 
insta nce, all meetings were carefully planned, 
even to th ink ing about the part icu lar music 
that wou ld be used, the sequencing of materi
als, sea ting arra ngements (for instance, at 
Academies, shou ld guests be put in the back?) , 
and the specific words and terms that wou ld be 
employed during presentations. All of this 
plann ing was an effon to create the right mes
sage and feelings and provide an opti ma l expe
rience for those in attendance. 

Eva luation data were coll ected about every
thing, including every mee ting and class, and 
used to make educational activit ies and 
meetings more effective over time. Ge lb also 
commented that Th iry did not li ke the word 
"cul ture" because of its association w ith the 
word "cul t," and there was a lready some jok
ing about "drinking the 1<001 Aid" because of 
DaVita's very strong, carefllll y mrl11aged, and 
inclus ive set of management pract ices. 

The DaVita Way of Managing was captured in 
a set ofphrases-shon and easily remembered
that encapsu lated many of th e va lu es and oper
at ing principles o f the compa n y. These values, 
and the associated behaviors, were also incor
porated into interview schedules used to select 
new tea mmates, into all performance apprais
als, and into the company employee alti tude 
and sa tisfact ion surveys. 
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SELECTED CASES 

New, Ours, Special 

At DaVi la meetings, execli tives always asked 
the assembled people to respond 10 th ree ques
tions: "What is th is compa ny? W hose com pany 
is it? What could it be?" The answers, li terally 

shouted back, were "New," "Ours," and 
"SpeciaL" The idea of "new" was 110l just lhat 
DaVila was a diHerem organizat ion after the 
2000 tu rnaround, but with its ongoing acquisi ~ 

tions and new business veIllures it was always 

--------------------------------------------~[Exhibit2] 

DaVita Financial Results 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 

Revenues 1445.4 1486.3 1650.8 1854.6 2016.4 2298.6 
($millions) 

Operating 13.0% 19.6% 25.6% 24.6% 28.3% 27.8% 
margin 

Net profit 
($millions) 

<56.4> 17.0 98. 1 147.8 163.2 217.3 

Earn ings <.46> 0. 13 0.76 1.23 1.69 2. 11 
per share 

Cash flow 0.46 1.06 1.59 2.33 2.46 3.08 
per share 

Source: Value Line Investment Survey. 
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a new place rei nventing itself. "Ours" Illea ns 
that the company is the responsibili ty and 
under th e control of the teammates w ho work 
for it, who have the 0pp0rLuni ty to make the 
company wha t they would like it to be. This 
leads 10 th e last question. NOle that the execu
ti ves do not ask w hat "is" the com pa ny, bu t 
rather, "What could it be?" The an swer, "spe
cial, " captures in a word the aspirations for 
building an organiza tion that is truly unique in 
its culture and its results for its pat ients. while 
"cou ld" re fl ects the fact that the development of 
th e organization is a journey, and although it 
has achieved great thi ngs, its aspirations are for 
more, and that being specia l is something yet to 
be fu ll y achieved. 

We Sa id, We Did 

Accountabili ty is an important va lue at DaVila. 
So is measurement- the company measured 
not just cl inica l outcomes, costs, and labor uti
lization, but almost everyt hing that was related 
to dimensions of performance. In addition, 
there is an emphasis on systematic, planned 
thinking and actions. AJ I of th is came togeth er 
in the idea of follow-up, something tha t began 
at the very top of the orga niza tion. As Richard 
Fontaine, one of the directors on the compan y's 
boa rd, explained, at virtua lly every boa rd meet
ing Thiry would present a list of issues and ques
tions from th e preceding meeting, and th en 
go through them one at a tim e and explain 
w hat the compan y and he had done about 
each. This included, for instance, progress on 
building a succession planning process and pre
paring back-up people read y for senior-level 
positions. Si111ilarly, at DaVita Academies, if the 
company had made assurances or promises to 
th e workforce-to get an answer to some ques
tion, to address some concern or problem
Thiry wou ld ex pla in w hat had been done and 
end with , "We sa id, we did. " 

The implica tion was that the compan y and 
each person in it was accountabl e for meeting 
its co mmi tments-for addressing issues and 
explainin g how anoth er important value, 

co ntinuous improve ment, was occurrin g. As 
several people noted, if so meone was in a 
posit ion of often hav ing to say, "W e said, but 
we didn' t do." tha t pe rso n wou ld probably not 
last long at an organization that st ressed 
acco unta bili ty and ge llin g stuff done. 

One fo r All, All fo r One 

This idea, fro m the Three Musketeers books and 
movies, was a prom inent theme in th e co m
pany. Thiry's offi ce at corporate headquarters 
in EI Segun do. Ca lifo rnia. nea r th e Los Angeles 
airport , had a movie pos ter from TheMal1 witll 
tile froll Mask, and has hanging in it the sword 
th a t Th iry brand ishes-in full Mu sketee r 
uniform-at DaVila Academi es and oth er 
meetin gs. The phrase represents one way of 
understanding the idea of community and 
shared obliga tions and responsibili ty. "One 
fo r all " mea ns that it is th e obliga tion of every 
DaV ita teammate to cont ribute w hat they ca n 
to th e w ho le, to expend their best efforts on 
behal f of the coll ective, and to ta ke responsi
bi lity fo r the compa ny and each of its mem
bers. "A ll for one" means that just as the 
individu a l sho u ld devote himse lf or herself to 
the gro up, th e gro up has a respo nsibility to 
he lp tha t individua l deve lop and succeed and 
surmoun t diffi cult setbacks and tra nsitions. 

An example of this care and cOllllllunity was a 
fund ca lled the DaVita Village Network, to 
w hich DaVi ta tea m111ates contributed 10 help 
others out with, for example, unexpected medi
ca l expenses or other finan cia l needs. Tea mmate 
comriblllions to the DaVita Village Network 
were matched by contributions made by the 
company out of its profi ts. 

The Vill age-Not Just a Co mpa ny, 
But a Co mmunity 

Re la tecl to the idea of "one fo r a ll , a ll for one" 
w as th e idea of DaV ita as a commullity
represe nted in the wo rd "village." Corpora te 
headq ua rters in El Segundo was referred to as 
"Casa DaVila" (the house of DaV ita), and 
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village language and image ry were L1 sed in 
ma ny ways. Joe Mello wo uld te ll a sto ry fro m 
one o f his favorite books about a man living 0 11 

a hillside w ho sees m ller membe rs of his vii · 
lage below in da nger from an onrushing fl ood, 
and se ts his own hOll se on fire, so that when 
th e people rush up the hili lO put o ut th e fire, 
th ey a re saved fro m th e fl ood. The word 
"worker" was never L1 sed a nd seldom was th e 
wo rd "cmployee"-instcad, people we re 
refe rred to as "tea mma tes" o r "ci tizens" a nd. 
consis te nt wi th the village imagery, la nguage 
that evoked the idea o f "citizenship" a nd th e 
mutua l obliga tio ns of ci tize ns a nd the ir CO Ill

m unit y was emphasized. In the words o f Gina 
Rand olph, a group v ice president, "We th ink 
of ourselves as a village w he re each fa ci lit y is a 
ne ighbo rh ood ." W he n p ressed o n how impor
tan t these d isti nctio ns were, she responded, 
"From the viewpoint o f a ca reer tha t spa ns 
severa l decades, this is th e first time I have had 
the pri vilege o f worki ng for a com pany w hose 
Missio n and Va lues are so completely a live and 
no t hanging on the wa ll. "6 

No Brag, J ust Fact s 

DaVita was co mmi tted to a fact · based approach 
to ma nage me n t and decision making, to ta lk· 
ing 10 people abo llt the facts, and to usin g 
facts a nd evide nce as mu ch as possible for 
eve ry decis io n a nd sta te m e nt. So, w hen Thi ry 
stood up a t a Da Vit a Aca de m y meeting and 
sta ted th at DaVila provides th e bes t ca re fo r 
d ia lys is pat ie nt .;; in th e ind ust ry-a sta teme11l 
th at, on it s surface, was nOI u n li ke th e typica l 
corpo rate clai m abo ut it s q uaJit y, serv ice, o r 
lea di ng edge techn o logy-he th en provided 
q ua 11l ita t ive da ta showin g how Da Vila was 
do ing o n speci fi c cl in ica l o ut co me m eas ures, 
e ndin g w ith the ph rase. "No brag, j ust facts." 
It was a way o f cementing the idea tha t people 
a t th e compa ny sho u ld attempt to a ncho r 

6Dav id Robbins. h t tp ://srarchitcc ts.co m /hcahh%20care. 
htm. 

the ir j udg me nt s, the ir sta te ments, a nd th e ir 
cla ims in qua n tita ti ve data, not in hyperbo le 
o r w ishes. 

Fact· based decisio n mak ing was rei nfo rced in 
the compa n y's meas ure m e nt syste m . Clinic 
ma nagers received m onthl y, m u lt ipage reports 
showin g how the ir pe rfo rm a nce co m pa red to 
goa ls or bud ge ts, to the ir o vv n prio r res ult s, 
a nd to oth er fac ilities in th eir region , in the ir 
d iv ision, a nd in DaV ila as a w h o le. Ann ua l 
surveys of emp loyees provided in for mat io n 
o n sat isfactio n and e ngagem e nt, as we ll as 
percep tio ns about the ex tent to w hich people 
fe lt th e compa ny was li vin g up to it s Miss io n 
an d Va lu es . 

But w ha t was m ost illi e resling, a nd w ha t 
rea ll y re info rced the com m itmen t to a fact · 
based, measureme nt-rich cu lture, was w ha t 
happe ned when the com pa ny was una ble to 
measure somet h ing of im portance. Pat ie nts 
w ho did not show up for d ia lys is because th ey 
were in th e hospi ta l o r o n vaca t io n made 
schedu li ng labo r m o re d iffi cult a nd a ffected 
labor produ cti vity. Bu t th is ind icato r cou ld no t 
be ca ptu red systemat ica ll y given curre n t m a n
agement inform at io n systems. Therefore, the 
measure was incl uded in th e monthly re po rt s 
as a blan k graph w ith th e no tation, "Not 
Ava ila ble." As Joe Mello ex plained, if th ere 
we re so me important crit ica l da ta that could 
no t ye t be assessed , the compa n y included 
the m a nyway o n the re po rts, sho wing they 
we re not ava ilable. This p resenta tio n o f a m iss
ing measure, mo nth a ft er mont h, e ncouraged 
people to fi gu re o ut ways to m eas ure w hat 
might have firs t been viewed a nd d ismissed as 
"un measurabl e," a nd the refore the ava ilability 
of data ll se ful fo r mak in g decisio ns kept 
improv ing. 

We Are Here 

DaVita wa nted 10 encourage its tea mmates 10 be 
fully involved and present in the company, no t 
j ust ph ysically bu t a lso emo tiona lly. There were 
"We Are Here Awa rds," w hich were $ 1,000 in 
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vacation expenses given to randomly selected 
non-exempt (hou rly paid) tealllmates who had 
perfect attendance (n o unplanned absences) 
during a 90-da y period. At DaVita meetings, 
teams wou ld be asked if they were he re, and 
would respond with a cheer, or chant, or yell , or 
some combination that iJldicated not only phys i
ca l presence but also involvement and comm it
ment. in Thiry's office, painted 011 the wall was 
the saying, "This is not a dress rehearsal, this is 
my Life." There was an emphasis on having 
people fu lly engaged in their work and with the 
company, so they cou ld find meaning and fulfill
Illent in their jobs and in their associations with 
tea mmates. 

The Shining Sta r 

The " i" in DaVila was clotted as a star, rderred to 

as a "shi ning star." Thiry would say that the star 
lived in a lush green valley and only CaJ11e Ollt to 
sit on top of the "i " when a DaVita lealnmale did 
something special for a patient or a fe llow team
mare. Because at any given moment there was 
always someone doing something specia l in the 
company, the star was always "oue" At the 
national awards ceremony, rhe highest awards 
were called "S hining Star Awa rds," for people 
w ho nor only performed their jobs with excep
tional profi ciency, but who also exempli fi ed the 
Da Vila values and who cont ributed to the well 
being of the team. 

DAVITA MANAGEMENT PRACTICES 

Va lu es and beliefs, wa ys of be in g. and the 
organizat ional cultu re had to be produced and 
reproduced every da y to be rea l and mean ing
fu l. DaVita did a number of things to ensure 
tha t its Mission and Values would infu se the 
day- to -da y behavior of its tea mmates and to 

help ensure that it operated in ways consis
tent with its aspirat ions. M any of its manage
ment practi ces seemed (a nd we re) like 
common sense. All were produ cts of ex ten
sive discussion by peop le inside the compan y, 
and all were talked about regularly, practiced, 

and were embedded in everything th e COIll
pany d id. 

The DaVita Way and the DaVita Way 
of Managing 

DaVita th ough t that it was beliefs that drove 
behaviors that, in lU rn, produced performance. 
As Thiry explained it, the "DaVita Way" was 
"what (who ) we are: ou r Beliefs (w hich have 
been introd uced and aniculmed over the past 
few yea rs), as well as the consistently practiced 
Beha viors (which are deri ved from those 
beliefs) ." The company a rt iculated an d lived its 
belie fs th rough talking about its history, its sym
bols and tradi tions, the idea of the village, com
Illunica tion, talking about the futu re, and carin g 
and sharin g for members of the conlmunit y. 
The DaVita Way of Managing de fi ned a set of 
behaviors and competencies that the company 
sought to promote and produce, and w hich 
formed th e basis of a ll of its selection and perfor
mance management practices, and were rein
forced in its educational activities. There were 
four behaviors critical to the Da Vita Way of 
Managing: It ( I ) gets th e right stuff done, 
(2) foste rs tea m, (3) stewards resources, and 
(4) builds relationships. 

There was one other aspect to the DaVi la 
managem ent approa ch- an emphas is on 
execut ion. When the leadership, in cl uding 
Mello, Vlchek, and Thi ry, ha d been toge the r 
at Vivra , th ey had noticed that even though 
they had an ex tremely talented executive 
tea m of about nine peop le w ho were all 
work ing hard , things were not happen ing. 
Th ey we nt to on an off-site meeting and con 
cl uded that th ere were fo ur elements critica l 
fo r e ffecti ve execut ion: ( I ) absolute cla ri ty o f 
purpose, (2) abso lut e acco untabilit y, (3) 
re len tless fo ll ow-up, and (4) celebra ting suc
cesses . These principles and practices he lped 
build operational exce ll ence and an abili ty to 

get things done at Da Vil a, w here they were 
very much a part of the fabr ic of the manage
ment approach. 


