
COMPASS Lessons Learned: Physician Champions 
 

Physician champions have been identified as key to the successful 
implementation of the COMPASS model. They don’t have to be the 
medical director, and may not go by the title “champion” depending 
upon the organization’s make-up and/or culture, but these are the 
individuals who take ownership of advancing an initiative. Physician 
champions are usually integral to initiatives like COMPASS because 
they give credibility to the project and help get buy-in from other 
physicians. This guide, based on input from COMPASS Consortium 
partners as well as a review of the literature, is meant to help medical 
groups identify the traits, skills and actions of staff best suited to lead 
major changes in care delivery.   

 

Effective Traits of a Physician Champion 
 

• Curiosity, open to new ideas  
• Emotional intelligence, diplomacy 
• Passionate/enthusiastic, can-do attitude  
• Responsible, accountable, persistent, disciplined 
• Open and non-judgmental  
• Integrity and has the respect of their peers 
• “Thick-skinned” enough to tolerate/respond to criticism 
• Flexible and controlled in the face of stress 
• Team-oriented while leading the change 

 
Effective Skills of a Physician Champion 

 
• Strong communication and interpersonal skills   
• Ability to both take a long view as well as operationalize 

a vision 
• Ability to guide conversations towards a goal 
• Can navigate the socio-political environment inside the 

organization  
• Has insight into the culture of their departments and organization 
• Ability to build consensus 
• Recognizes the importance of “patience” and “timing”  
• Recognizes the initiative’s sustainability can’t be dependent on one individual  

 



Actions of a Physician Champion 
 

• Sets clear expectations to staff regarding implementation 
• Actively and enthusiastically promotes value of 

the innovation 
• Discusses barriers, answers questions with other physicians 
• Communicates strategies/challenges with leadership 
• Shows appreciation for the efforts and contributions of others 
• Refers patients into the program to set an example  
• Keeps the project a priority and protects its resources  
• Ensures that the innovation is implemented in the face of organizational inertia or resistance 

 

How to Identify, Develop and Support a Successful Physician Champion 
 

• Some self-identify, or the health care team or external partners recommend due to standing among peers 
• May present as the initiative and specific skills needed evolve 
• Set expectations of the physician champion at the beginning of the initiative 
• With team support, a designated champion uncomfortable in the role can turn into a perfect match 
• Allocate the champion the time necessary to fulfill the role and lead the initiative 
• Encourage networking among champions throughout the initiative 
• Those new to the role need to be supported by their teams and leadership to build needed skills 

 

What Sets a Physician Champion Up for Failure 
 

• Interests are not aligned with program’s interests 
• Lack of passion for the work or time allocated to project 
• Lack of seniority within organization (sometimes) 
• A good physician is not always a good champion  
• Being too far ahead of the group as early adopters may not be best 

 

Why is a Physician/Clinical Champion Needed for COMPASS-like Initiatives? 
 
While we’ve profiled a physician champion, remember there can be multiple champions in your 
organization. You need a high-level executive advocate and an operational champion.  Whoever 
is leading the initiative, they need to own it, promote team-based care and ultimately empower 
others on the team. There can never be too many champions on a team as multiple perspectives 
and skill-sets help with advancement and execution of the vision. Whoever is the champion, they 
can’t be meek. It helps to be a gentle bulldog.                                                                               
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