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Proem 
As you may know, my production team includes Grandson Leon, who edits my audio transcript for 
readability for the 275 Health Hats, the Podcast, followers who prefer reading to audio or video. I call it 
an article-grade transcript. Leon and I often speak when I drive or pick him up for school or when he 
visits. He critiques warmly and confidently and often comments on stories and experiences in the 
episodes. Recently, Leon suggested that he interview me for an episode about my career. You’ve 

probably heard some of these stories before. In the last episode, I told you 
about being the first male public health nurse in Western Massachusetts. 
But you haven’t heard them all by a long shot. Expect more career stories 
over time. 

Perhaps a theme for this episode is the unpredictability of life served by 
the gifts of spiritual health, the ability to find support, and the incredible 
privilege of birth and circumstances, setting me up to make choices that 
accrue to my benefit. It sounds like a Zelig effect (if you know Woody 
Allen) or a Forrest Gump effect (if you know Tom Hanks) 

Podcast intro  
Welcome to Health Hats, the Podcast. I'm Danny van Leeuwen, a two-
legged cisgender old white man of privilege who knows a little bit about a 
lot of healthcare and a lot about very little. We will listen and learn about 
what it takes to adjust to life's realities in the awesome circus of 
healthcare. Let's make some sense of all of this. 

Birthing Health Hats  
Health Hats: Hi Leon. Thanks for joining us.  

Leon van Leeuwen: Great to be here. What got you to start Health Hats, the podcast? 

Health Hats: I started blogging twelve years ago. I met Jane Sarasohn Kahn, a blogging 
health economist, in 2012. When I told her my story, she said, oh, you're Health Hats. 
You should start a blog. I did this with help from Uncle Eric and others. Soon after, I 
drove on a several hundred-mile road trip to the Cumberland Gap in Maryland. I 
rode in the front while Danny McGinnis, an artist, sat in the back. He drew an image of my hat on his 
iPad. I loved it as a logo! How much can I pay you for this? $75. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. 

Health Hats: I set up a website and began blogging weekly. Seven years later, in 2018, I received an 
email notice for a podcasting course from Seth Godin, whom I have followed for a long time.  He's a 
marketing/inspirational guy sending a daily post, saying the next day was the last day to register for an 
eight-week podcasting course at the low price of $300. Early in the course, the 350 attendees broke into 
groups of about 12 or 15.  My group became close and supportive of each other.   We still meet weekly 
every Sunday afternoon. We've been doing that for perhaps 45 weeks out of the year since 2018.  That 
got me started and motivated to keep podcasting. 

Figure 1: Image of Forrest Gump 
from Wikipedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zelig
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Forrest_Gump
https://www.healthpopuli.com/
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Nursing school – what’s hair got to do with it? 
Leon van Leeuwen: How did you get into healthcare?  That's what you talk about in your podcast.  

Health Hats: I attended Wayne State University for two 
years and dropped out to travel extensively – hitchhiking 
in Europe, Columbia, Mexico, British Columbia, and across 
the States.  When I came back looking for work, I had a 
choice between a job reading water meters or working as 
an aide at the   Detroit Psychiatric Institute. The meter 
reading paid more, but I had to cut my hair, and I didn't 
want to cut my hair.  So, I took the aide position. 

Leon van Leeuwen: How were those your only two 
options?     

Health Hats: I was in the mode of looking, and those were 
two jobs I applied for. I can’t remember how many jobs I 
applied for, but those are the two I could get. I must have 
had interviews because how else would I know I had to 
cut my hair? They would've had to see me. The nurses at 
the Detroit Psychiatric Institute encouraged me to attend 
nursing school. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. 

Health Hats: When I interviewed for the nursing student position, 
they asked about my hair. I said I can put it in a bun. They said okay. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Checking the water meters paid you more than 
working as an aide in a hospital? 

Health Hats: Yes. I made $3.00 an hour as an aide. I could have earned 
$3.50 an hour as a meter reader.   

Wanted a life 
Leon van Leeuwen:   From there, did you go to medical school? 

Health Hats: No, I went to nursing school. A few people asked why I wasn’t going to medical school.  
Why nursing? I wanted to have a life. I felt that medical school was, all in all, too much education and 
too expensive. The nursing school I attended was a two-year program that cost only $11 a credit. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow.  

Health Hats: Yeah. Even then, it was cheap. Wayne County Community College. 

First male public health nurse in Western Mass 
Leon van Leeuwen: You mentioned you were the first male nurse in Western Mass. 

Health Hats: I was the first male public health nurse in Western Massachusetts in 1976. 

Figure 2: Danny/Health Hats circa 1973 

Figure 3: Detroit Psychiatric Institute 
abandoned 
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Leon van Leeuwen: What was it like to be the first male nurse in that area? 

Health Hats: Home care was a great place and way to start. 
I was excited because I didn't want to work in a hospital.  I 
had been working in a nursing home before that. So, I liked 
the idea of home care. But being a guy was different. My 
bosses and other staff were very concerned. How would 
female patients take to having a guy care for them?  I told 
them I never had any issues when I was one of two male 
nursing students in my class attending nursing school. 
Patients want a kind word and a warm hand.  Gender 
doesn't usually matter. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah. When you're sick or not feeling 
well, you are not only thinking about that. It seems a little 
weird to ask if you've had any hardships for being a man, 
but did you get treated weirdly? 

Health Hats: I never did; I never was in that situation. 
Sometimes, people in certain religions might not want a 
guy taking care of a woman.  But I never had that happen to me. I didn't have to deal with it.  On the 
other hand, I may have benefited from being a guy. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah, you benefit from being a guy often, but was home care your first job out of 
nursing school? 

Health Hats: I worked in a nursing home for several months.  It mainly was passing pills, medication 
management, and supervising aides. I wouldn't say I liked it.  

Leon van Leeuwen: How long did you do home care? 

Health Hats: Four and a half years. 

We don’t hire men in nursing here 
Leon van Leeuwen: Where did you go after home care? 

Health Hats: Grandma and I married in Detroit in 1975, a week after 
I graduated from nursing. Within weeks, we were trying to decide 
where to move, and we had several choices: Northern California, 
West Virginia, or Western Massachusetts.  We decided against 
Northern California because it was too far from the family in Buffalo 
and Detroit. So we went down to West Virginia, and I went to the 
local hospital to find a job. They were not interested in hiring a guy, 
so we ended up in Western Massachusetts.  

Figure 5: Image of Danny and Ann's 
wedding by Rich Rieger 

Figure 4: Aug 19, 1977, Holyoke Transcript-
Telegram 
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Retiring in our thirties as back-to-the-land hippies 
Health Hats: In 1979, when I was 27 and 
Grandma 28, we retired to be back-to-the-
land hippies in West Virginia. We built a 
house and had your Uncle Ruben at home. I 
worked with my friend, Rich Rieger, as 
Sunnyside Construction.  Then, one day, the 
Director of Nursing at the local hospital, 
Stonewall Jackson Hospital, the successor to 
the Director who wouldn't hire a guy, heard 
that there was a new nurse in town. She 
wanted me to come and work for them part-
time, which I didn't do for a while.  But 
eventually, I did because we needed the 
money. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah, it is astonishing 
that initially you tried to apply, but they 
didn't let you, and then they asked you to 

work there. 

Health Hats:  It was much better to be wanted. 

Leon van Leeuwen: How long did you take off from nursing? 

Health Hats: Three to four years. 

Couldn’t manage an emergency at home 
Health Hats: The reason I got back into nursing was that I was 
very concerned that even though I'd gone to nursing school and 
had four and a half years of experience as a professional nurse, I 
felt like I didn't know how to handle an emergency that might 
happen in our community, Jupiter Hollow, the name of the 
intentional community we lived in. So, I trained as a paramedic.  

Figure 7: Weston, WV 

Figure 6: Image of house Ann & Danny built circa 1985 
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Leon van Leeuwen: Nice. 

Health Hats: Your grandmother and I started working at the volunteer 
emergency squad. I also started working per diem in the medical-surgical 
unit at the local hospital, Stonewall Jackson Hospital. 

Twelve-bed hospital 
Then I got a job about 30 miles away in Braxton County, in a 12-bed 
hospital’s emergency room. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Was that the emergency room or the whole hospital? 

Health Hats: The whole hospital had 12 beds.  They had an emergency 
department staffed by one nurse.   I worked the midnight shift.  We would 
call in a doctor when a patient arrived.  If somebody came in via the 
emergency squad, the squad would have to stay and help because only one 
other nurse was working with the 12 inpatients.  Pretty wild, to say the least.  
But then I returned to Stonewall Jackson Hospital to work in the emergency department.  That became a 
regular full-time job. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Was the 12-bed hospital busy at all?   I can't imagine. It would be ridiculous if it 
were just one nurse. 

Health Hats: A trickle of patients would come in, but if there was a heart attack and a car accident 
simultaneously, that was a disaster. We would have to call people in literally. It was an excellent job. I 
learned so much.  I had to be prepared, manage, anticipate, have the equipment, and get help.  

West Virginia, a Third World state 
Health Hats: It was insane. On the other hand, West Virginia is a third-world state, meaning it is poor. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Is that an actual term for a third-world state? 

Health Hats: It’s what I say. I mean, it's poor.  The money is in the resources of coal, gas, and lumber.  It 
was sparsely populated, with three main cities: Morgantown, Charleston, and Huntington. Remoteness 
and size made adapting necessary. The state emergency services system was well-integrated and 
managed. I could radio the Charleston Emergency Department if I was alone without a doctor, yet they 
would be available via the radio’s speaker. I could talk to an emergency physician while caring for 
patients by myself.  They would ask me questions about the patient’s condition and advise me while 
calling an ambulance or sending a helicopter.  So, although I was alone, I wasn’t without medical 
support. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Was this at the 12-bed hospital?  Was it different once you got to Stonewall Jackson 
Hospital? 

Figure 8: Family Boland van 
Leeuwen 1980 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=002ada4f0107edacJmltdHM9MTcxNDE3NjAwMCZpZ3VpZD0xMzQyMTE4YS1lNGIzLTY1NTQtMTBiZS0wMzM2ZTU0ZTY0NTgmaW5zaWQ9NTI2MA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=1342118a-e4b3-6554-10be-0336e54e6458&psq=West+Virginia%2c+a+third+world+state&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvSGlzdG9yeV9vZl9XZXN0X1Zpcmdpbmlh&ntb=1
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Health Hats: Yes.  Stonewall Jackson was a 70-bed hospital.  Fact check 
for those listening to the audio: Stonewall Jackson Hospital had 70 
beds, not 200. At night, there would be two nurses in the Emergency 
Department, an aide, and a doctor, who was usually a resident, 
sleeping until patients arrived.  So, there was somebody.  In Braxton 
County, the 12-bed hospital, doctors were at home, and it would take 
them 20 minutes or more to get in.  

 

Advanced Cardiac Life Support 
Leon van Leeuwen: Did the experience of working by yourself help you later? 

Health Hats: First, I had to be confident - have hutzpah - because 
otherwise I couldn't manage it. While becoming a paramedic, the people I 
met in Morgantown and Charleston taught me Advanced Cardiac Life 
Support, ACLS. Unfortunately, Neither Braxton County nor Stonewall 
Jackson Hospitals used ACLS at that time. So, I started an ACLS training 
program in the region. The people I knew around the state, from my 
training and my work in Emergency Departments, came to help teach. 
They were a gift! The skills of the people I worked with improved. Much 
better for me. 

I'll tell you a funny story: when your Uncle Ruben was eight, he and your dad would come to where we 
worked at the emergency squad, me as a paramedic and grandma as a driver.  Our boys would come 
and bunk while we went on emergency squad runs.  Ruben got interested in ACLS, and I would take him 
to some classes.  Then, I took him to the state meetings where we trained people to teach it.  He studied 
along with the doctors, nurses, and paramedics. He eventually took the test and almost passed. He 
could read the EKG strips, knew the algorithms and medications, and could intubate. He just forgot to 
auscultate (listen) to the lungs after intubation.  

There was a cardiologist at Stonewall Jackson Hospital who turned his nose up at Advanced Cardiac Life 
Support. 

Leon van Leeuwen: What do you mean by that? 

Health Hats: He didn't think he needed it because he was the cardiologist.   

Leon van Leeuwen: He thought he already knew everything? 

Health Hats: Eight-year-old Uncle Ruben took the ACLS course, which put the cardiologist to shame. The 
doctor didn't know the algorithms, so he couldn't use other ACLS-certified doctors, nurses, and 
paramedics well.  The cardiologist ended up taking the ACLS course, too, because Ruben was taking it. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Do you think that's how Uncle Ruben got into teaching? 

Health Hats: I have no idea. 

Figure 9: Weston, WV 

Figure 10: Braxton County 
Memorial Hospital 
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 Call to action  
I now have one URL for all things Health Hats. https://linktr.ee/healthhats to subscribe for free 
or with a contribution through Patreon. You can access show notes, search the 600-plus 
episode archive, and link to my social media channels. Your engagement by listening, sharing, 
and commenting makes quite an impact. Thank you.  

Volunteering for the Emergency Squad 
Leon van Leeuwen: What was working in the ambulance with your wife like working in the ambulance?  
Did you see her often if she was the driver and you were a nurse? 

Health Hats: Did we get many runs (calls)?     

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah. Or how much did you work together? 

Health Hats:  It was great.  Grandma was my driver. She drove, and sometimes we would have 
somebody else with us; it was all volunteer. When I worked with other drivers, they were hot dogs and 
wanted to go fast, like flashing lights, sirens, and so on.  I'm not a go-fast guy, but I felt safer since 
Grandma drove much more sensibly. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah. I like using ‘hot dog’ to describe them as hotheaded.  

Health Hats: Have you ever heard that term? 

Leon van Leeuwen: That's a good term. I might start using it. 

Health Hats: It's a macho thing. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah. I know some people that drive like hot dogs. Did you work in the Emergency 
Department the whole time you were in West Virginia? 

From direct care to management 
Health Hats: No, because I led this ACLS Program, I knew all the nurses in the ICU.  When the ICU 
manager left, the nurses in the ICU came to me and said that I should apply to be their manager. I said, 
you're crazy; I've never worked in the ICU or been a manager.  And they said, you'll be a fine manager, 
and we'll teach you to work in the ICU.   

Leon van Leeuwen: Okay, so your staff that since you taught, you knew how to manage?   

Health Hats: I guess. So, I went to my boss and told her what they were saying.  What do you think?  She 
said to apply. I applied, and she hired me. I was an ICU manager for a year or so. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow.  How different was it?  Did you still do any nursing work? 

Health Hats: Yes, it was a small four-bed ICU. I had a dual work-and-manage job.   

Leon van Leeuwen: So, you managed only four beds. How much staff was that, then? 

https://linktr.ee/healthhats
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Change agent: staffing and visiting hours 
Health Hats: I think we might have had a staff of twelve.  We needed at least two for every shift.  
Management was interesting. I had to deal with things like having enough staff, and a pool of staff 
experienced enough to deal with the ebbs and flow of the census, meaning how many patients there 
are, vacations, pregnancies, or family caregiving.   

The hospital was not really into having too many part-time or per diem people because that was the 
management theory at the time. I thought it was stupid. I argued for more flexibility and was successful 
with that. It was also the first time I had to deal with a budget, and the ICU was considered a loss leader, 
meaning that it expected to lose money.  I said I'm not leading something that's losing money. My goal 
was to break even. 

The most significant expense was supplies, and every doctor wanted their own supplies, so you had to 
stock all this stuff that stayed on the shelf.  I was very fortunate that the ICU Medical Director, Alan 
Hirsch, was an internist from Cleveland. 

Leon van Leeuwen: What’s an internist? 

Health Hats: An internist is an internal medicine doctor, a physician who takes care of adults, something 
like a generalist for adults, as opposed to a family practice, which is adults and children. He was working 
off his med school loans by working in West Virginia. Again, it's a third-world state that needs clinicians. 
He was open-minded. We were able to do quite a bit together. 

Another thing that we did that drove me crazy was the limited visiting hours. If I was in the ICU as a 
patient, that meant that Grandma could only visit me from one to two in the afternoon and six to seven 
in the evening or something like that, two one-hour blocks. The staff thought more visiting hours would 
interfere with patient care. I thought that was ridiculous.  These are the people who are going to have to 
take care of their loved ones when they go home.  If they don't have any experience dealing with 
whatever they're dealing with, and they're not learning what's going on with their heart attack or their 
GI bleed or whatever, they’ll be readmitted.  I wanted open visiting hours, meaning we were busy or 
needed space. We should ask them to step out. But my staff was not happy with me at all. Thankfully, 
Dr. Hirsch, the Medical Director, was supportive. So, we opened visiting hours. 

Leon van Leeuwen: If I had a family member in the ICU, I'd want to see them, so it's essential. It is 
intensive care. They would want to see their family and loved ones to ensure they're safe. 

Health Hats: It is a safety concern.  Somebody else is keeping their eyes open. 

Leon van Leeuwen: You managed the ICU for a while. Where did you go from there?   

Remote Learning for a Master’s Degree 
Health Hats: While a nurse manager at Stonewall Jackson Hospital, the Nursing Director, CEO, and Chief 
Operating officer encouraged me to get my Master's. They had gone to the University of Minnesota in 
the ISP program, a remote learning master's program. They sponsored me to follow. 

Leon van Leeuwen: What year was this?  

Health Hats: I graduated in 1993. 

https://health-hats.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/About-the-U-Minn-ISP-Program-1.docx
https://health-hats.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/About-the-U-Minn-ISP-Program-1.docx
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Leon van Leeuwen: What was the learning like?  When I picture remote learning, I think of Zoom. 

Health Hats: No Zoom, then. For the three-year program, students went to the University of Minnesota 
for two weeks during the summer and stayed in the dorm. During those two weeks, we had half-day 
sessions, two a day for two weeks, introducing each curriculum chapter to occur over the year. As it was 
a worldwide program, students in proximity would get together monthly with the CEO of some hospital 
near them.  So, a guy in Kentucky who was a CFO Chief Financial Officer and I went to the University of 
Charleston Hospital to meet with the CEO, our mentor, for a day once a month. Then, there were 
regional meetings once a year with several of the monthly groups. Since our monthly group was remote, 
the Kentucky CFO and I met with the international groups in the regional meeting. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Minnesota and West Virginia aren’t close. 

Health Hats: The Puerto Rican contingent of the international groups hosted us at the University of 
Puerto Rico. We traveled a few days around Puerto Rico with our spouses or partners.  We took one day 
for schoolwork. In the second year, we went on a cruise together. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. So, for the remote learning, what did you do in West Virginia? 

Health Hats: The ISP remote learning program required you to be a working manager because your job 
was your laboratory.  So, if the study unit was about staffing, it was about staffing in my ICU. If the study 
unit was about budgeting, then courses or modules had to be about the budget of your department, 
which helped me with the whole goal of trying to break even. I had a lot of help figuring that out 
because I had this idea that I wanted to break even, but I had no idea how. I was ignorant. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Did you accomplish it?  Did it break even? What did you do? 

Health Hats:  Staffing made the difference.  Most expenses are in people and materials. So, with help 
from fellow ISP students, I figured out how to have efficient staffing. Part of that was having that pool of 
part-time and per diem trained people. My fellow students helped me determine how to make the 
business case and why part-time and per diem were cost-effective.  And then the equipment, as I 
mentioned before, and what else?  They taught me a lot about strategy and project management.  

Moving on 
Health Hats: When the Director of Nurses left Stonewall Jackson Hospital, the CEO and COO wanted me 
to become the Director of Nursing. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Definitely. 

Health Hats: I didn't want to. I couldn’t imagine working for the CEO; I thought he was such a jerk, and I 
just would get in trouble. Then it was time to go.  I applied for several jobs through a headhunter and 
became the Director of Quality Management in Cobleskill, Schoharie County, New York.    

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. 
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Student of organizational health 
Health Hats: That was my first job as a student of organizations rather than a student of people.  The 
Schoharie County Hospital offered an opportunity for us, so we moved. Your dad, who was not into 
moving, moved kicking and screaming.   

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah. 

Health Hats: That was a challenging job. I tried to leave from the day I arrived.  That’s another story. My 
next job was with the Healthcare Association of New York State (HANYS).   

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. Okay.  

Health Hats: HANYS was an excellent organization. I learned a lot.  

Outspoken, driven change agent 
Health Hats: I often get in trouble with my jobs because I am outspoken and question things. I don't 
suffer gladly.  After a few years at HANYS, the Healthcare Association of New York State, I had some 
difficulties with my bosses. While working at HANYS, I became the president of the Northeast New York 
Quality Assurance Association (NEQA), a group of regional quality management professionals. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. 

Health Hats: One day, I had breakfast with my Association leadership team, and 
somebody said, oh, I heard you've applied for a job at Value Behavioral Health 
(VBH). I asked what Value Behavioral Health is and what the job was.  Because it 
wasn't me, it sounded interesting, and I struggled in my current job. I called 
VBH, and they said we've done our interviewing and will decide tomorrow, but 
we'll give you an interview tomorrow morning.  

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. Okay. 

Health Hats: It was my first video interview with my now friend, Luc Pelletier, 
the VP of Quality for Value Behavioral Health (VBH), and Jim Bulger, the 
Executive Director of the Troy, NY, regional office. I got the job.  In two weeks, I 
was on to this new job.   

Best Boss Ever 
Leon van Leeuwen: You moved around a lot in what you were doing.  Do you know why they thought 
that you applied there? It seems an incredible twist of fate that you applied there.   

Figure 11: Image by 
Abhishek Hajare on 
Unsplash 
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Health Hats: Another tough job. I learned a lot from Jim Bulger, my best 
boss. I had been working at VBH for a month or two. I was having what 
they called open issues, which is a supervisory meeting with the boss. He 
wanted to know about new employees’ experiences during their first 30 
days because they had yet to be acculturated into the organization.  He 
asked: newbie, what do you think?   I don't know what came over me, but 
I said, frankly, I don't think we are moving at the pace you want us to.  He 
said: so, what do you think we need to do? I said I think we need to start 
with you.  When it came out of my mouth, I was like, oh my God, I can't 
believe I said that.   

Leon van Leeuwen: That's very bold. 

Health Hats: He responded, okay, every day I am in town, we'll both come in at 7:30, and you have half 
an hour to help me figure out what to do. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. 

The will to change - leadership 
Health Hats: We met and did excellent work together. We set up a provider advisory panel and a 
member advisory panel.  We figured out that the biggest annoyance of both groups was the 
preauthorization of visits. If a counselor, psychologist, or psychiatrist wanted to treat someone, getting 
approval for visits is laborious. Your mom is familiar with this. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah. 

Health Hats: We did a financial analysis and decided to give clinicians seven visits without a 
preauthorization review. Radical at the time, still unusual now. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah. 

Health Hats: If you asked for them, you could have the visits. Then, you would have had to justify 
needing more. But it saved the company money because we needed less time on the phone dealing with 
all these requests for authorization and denial appeals. 

When we became close friends, I asked him why he responded to me like that.  He said I hired you and 
would be an idiot if I don't listen to you. I found myself saying that several times to someone on my 
team. I didn’t really hear their recommendation, so I stopped, thought about Jim Bulger, and followed 
their lead. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. Yeah, that sounds like a great boss.  

No, lay me off 
Leon van Leeuwen: You eventually went somewhere else. 

Health Hats: Another four or five jobs. 

Leon van Leeuwen: It sounds like you loved it; you had to leave? 

Figure 12: Image by Franco 
Antonio Giovanella on Unsplash 
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Health Hats: A company called Options bought Value Behavioral Health and the merger became Value 
Options, a different culture. I couldn't stand it. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Oh. 

Health Hats: Then I got a job in Cooperstown, NY, the home of the Baseball Hall of Fame, at Bassett 
Healthcare, a rural health system. I was hired there as Director of Performance Management.  That 
didn't last long. A couple of years later, they wanted to lay off my staff, and I said no, you're crazy to lay 
off my staff.  It would be best if you lay me off. They do the work. So, they did.  

Retiring 
Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. So, what was your last nursing job? 

Health Hats: If you say nursing, meaning direct care rather than management, that was in the ICU at 
Stonewall Jackson Hospital. 

Leon van Leeuwen: OK, what was your last job before you retired? 

Health Hats: I worked at Advocates Inc., an organization that supported about 23,000 people with 
disabilities, as the Vice President of Quality. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. 

Health Hats: After that, I retired. 

Leon van Leeuwen: I might be misremembering, but when I was a kid, I heard something about you 
getting fired from that job.  How did that happen? 

Health Hats: When I arrived at Advocates, Inc., it acted like a mom-and-pop startup organization 
growing in size and budget before I arrived. I was the first person hired into the C-suite (from the 
outside, meaning the other senior leaders had worked at Advocates, Inc. for years). Early in my tenure, I 
observed, that if you want quality, you must have an infrastructure to manage a group as big as you – 
policies and structure. Too soon, perhaps - I rubbed people the wrong way. In many ways, Advocates 
excelled. Its motto, First We Listen, is a well-reflected reality. I learned a ton – especially about 
supporting people with disabilities and including people receiving services in all levels of governance and 
operations. I still contribute monthly to them as they do excellent work for the community, and want to 
support them. I didn't have the best experience at the end. I should have left sooner. But I didn't. They 
didn't officially fire me. It was mutual.  They would've fired me if we hadn't had a mutual agreement for 
me to leave. 

Professional life, more than the job 
Leon van Leeuwen: Yeah. So, how long did you retire until you started your blog? 

Health Hats: Oh, I started a blog before. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow. 

Health Hats:  That was part of why they wanted to fire me. I was committed to my job, but that wasn’t 
my entire professional life.  

https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/valueoptions
https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/valueoptions
https://www.bassett.org/
https://www.bassett.org/
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Leon van Leeuwen: You wanted to do something other than that. 

Health Hats: I was becoming a patient-caregiver activist. Their practice was for people in the C-suite to 
be on call 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.  I said, come on, we’re adults here. We can figure out how to 
cover each other so people can have time off. 

Leon van Leeuwen: You wanted more time when you decided to go to nursing school instead of med 
school. It's interesting that you still held that up. 

Health Hats: Yes. Thank you. I've been very blessed. 

Can’t keep a job 
Before Advocates, I worked for four to five years at Boston Children's Hospital, leading their Patient 
Experience Initiative, another excellent job. I worked with wonderful people. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Wow.  You've had quite the journey to get to where you are and have had many 
jobs in many fields. 

Health Hats: When I got hired at Children's and introduced to the clinic managers, one of them said, oh, 
you can't keep a job, can you? 

Leon van Leeuwen: It's all different positions, too. That was great. That was interesting. Thank you.   

Health Hats: Yes, thank you.   It's excellent to have this conversation with you.  Thank you for being a 
part of my podcasting team editing the audio transcript for readers.  Thank you for all the work you do. 

Leon van Leeuwen: Thank you for giving me the opportunity and paying me. I appreciate it. 

Health Hats: Right, honey, I love you.   

Leon van Leeuwen: I love you too. 

Reflection 
Two jobs in my youth stand out: selling coffee and donuts to 
workers at 12 and draft counseling at 16.  I started a summer 
coffee and donut business. My mother loaned me money to buy 
a PF Flyer Wagon and the first batch of ground coffee, donuts, 
cups, and utensils. Our Unitarian Church loaned me a large 
coffee maker. I served workers building my new local school. 

The first pro bono job was at 16 when I learned to draft counsel young men seeking to manage the draft 
or home on leave from Vietnam trying to get out. My goal was to manage my impending draft. When I 

went to a downtown Detroit church for 
counseling, the program director suggested 
learning to be a counselor myself. I did. I 
learned the critical skill of profound knowledge 
of regulations to better serve people making 
critical decisions and managing their lives. 

Figure 13: Image by Blake Meyer on Unsplash 

Figure 14: Selective Service System Draft Card 
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Two other milestones come to mind: I led the implementation of an integrated electronic health record 
(EHR) for an addiction treatment provider that also managed behavioral benefits for a local insurance 
provider. I had never done anything previously with EHRs, tech data, medical records, or apps. I learned 
to stubbornly insist on core data set cleansing before implementation and the benefits and challenges of 
a cross-functional stakeholder steering committee. Thanks to one of my best bosses and friends, the late 
Robert Doherty, and a friend and colleague, June Richardson, for the opportunity.  

I don’t believe in bucket lists much, so I’ve only had a few things on that list.  

• Have my work referenced by someone else. I found a citation in a book 
on patient safety from my original research published in a national journal.  
See the show notes for more information. 

• Mentor some staff to meet their career goals. I prevented the layoff of 
three staff members by taking the layoff myself and engineering their 
promotion into management positions. 

• The penultimate passion in my bucket was to be a good man to a good 
woman, together raising sons married to strong partners who are excellent 
fathers. Bingo! 
 

OK, my followers and subscribers who ask me for more about me, Tada! I 
feel spent. Thanks, Leon, for stirring this up. I’m so proud of you! 

Podcast Outro  
I host, write, and produce Health Hats the Podcast with assistance from Kayla Nelson and Leon and 
Oscar van Leeuwen. Music from Joey van Leeuwen. I play Bari Sax on some episodes alone or with the 
Lechuga Fresca Latin Band.  

I'm grateful to you who have the critical roles as listeners, readers, and watchers. Subscribe and 
contribute. If you like it, share it with one person. See you around the block.  

 

 

 

Figure 15: Book containing 
citation of Danny's work 
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