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THE STATE OF CONNECTICUT, like many oth-
ers, had to create a way for residents to buy
health insurance under the federal Affordable
Care Act of 2010, better known as ObamaCare.
Peter B. Nichol was one of the leaders who
helped make that happen. He first served as di-
rector of IT and then head of IT from September
2014 to June 2015 at Access Health CT, Connect-
icut’s health insurance exchange. In both posi-
tions Nichol helped devise and deploy the sys-

Peter B.
L Nichol

difference is what drives success,

Inspiring a team to make a
says this healthcare IT leader

tems that run Access Health CT, which went live
on Oct. 1, 2013. A finalist for the 2015 MIT Sloan

CIO Leadership Award, Nichol recently joined
PA Consulting Group as a healthcare expert.

What was the key to getting Access Health CT up
and running? First, we brought in leadership
with experience running large-scale opera-
tions. Second was understanding the con-
trols to put in place and [the importance of |

- -

Hometown: Mendon, Vt.
Best advice you’ve ever re-

What’s your top aspiration?
“To do something that’s going
to change the world. | don’t
know what it’s going to be.”
Favorite food: “Pancakes,
covered with syrup.”

in the Peer-to-Peer Economy,
by R “Ray” Wang;

The Attacker’s Advantage:
Turning Uncertainty into

Breakthrough Opportunities,
by Ram Charan

Reading list: The Digital
Economy: Promise and Peril

in the Age of Networked
Intelligence, by Don Tapscott;
Disrupting Digital Business:
Create an Authentic Experience

ceived: “All work is voluntary.”
Hobbies: Finishing my MBA at
Quinnipiac University School of
Business, flying, scuba diving.
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allowing people on the ground to voice con-
cerns, so we can be proactive. And third, we
had a very detailed approach to how we were
going to check and go live with the exchange.

And we made sure we had realistic expec-
tations: Initially we cut 30% of the scope of
the project on the Day 1 go-live because the
team just couldn’t do it; there was too much
complexity. At some point, you have to say,
“We have to cut some of this so we can be
successful with core capabilities.”

We had end-to-end enrollment and
prescreening and a lot of cool things that
allowed someone who was uninsured to
enroll in eight and a half minutes. But that
meant some functionality didn’t get in.

What was your biggest accomplishment at
Access Health CT? Inspiring the team to truly
believe we can make a difference in people’s
lives. Technology is interesting, but strategy
— not technology —is going to drive a lot of
the transformation. And the human compo-
nent is what determines success.

You need an ecosystem of people who
believe you can make a difference. If you can
build that inspiration, then it’s pretty bloody
impactful.

Is that approach applicable in other areas,
even at for-profit companies? I think so.

I think you have to create a purpose regard-
less of the industry.

You said that you’re proud Access Health CT
“believed in the impossible.” What seemed
impossible? [At] other organizations, you

had big challenges, but you also had policies,
procedures and instructions to lean against.
But here those policies and procedures didn’t
exist. Some of the things we take for granted
as executives didn't exist. Even simple stuft
wasn’t there. It had to be built. But once we
had those in place, we realized this was going
to work and it might just be possible.

How did you go about tackling the impossible?
The strategy was a risk-diversification ap-
proach. And it was very much a business

THE GRILL PETER B. NICHOL

process outsourcing model. We said any-
thing we don’t have core competency in,
get rid of it. We can’t build call center appli-
cations, so let’s find out who is an expert in
that space and have them work with us.
We did the same thing with development.
As time went on, we picked up pieces, but
we realized we could never hire enough peo-
ple to get this completed, so we had to rely
on vendors and switch them to true partners
to make them viable.
The other thing that comes to mind,
we had a very strong program management
office. We quickly separated the IT PMO
from the business PMO, so one was focused
only on business processes and how to move
those forward, and the second was focused
onlyonIT.

Why was that separation important? There

The human component is what determines
success. You need an ecosystem of
people who believe you can make

a difference.
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were so many things being discussed that
we had to have more detailed conversa-
tions that were beyond “How are things
going?” You had to have an open discussion
on where the status was and a lot more de-
tail and context around the challenges. And
there were so many stakeholders and play-
ers involved. So it was key to have everyone
engaged around the same type of ideas.

You have some intense hobbies — triathlons,
scuba diving, flying. More and more IT folks are
into those types of activities. What’s up with
that? It’s a cool business because you meet

a lot of people who have eccentric back-
grounds. But there’s a commonality of push-
ing normal off the table.

Do these activities teach you anything about
being a leader? With flying, when you're in
the cockpit you're making decisions quickly
and they’re all important. It’s the same thing
with business. Those decisions impact peo-
ple, careers and families.

But I do spend a lot of time doing typi-
cal workouts and a lot of meditation. When
you're in a meeting, having presence of mind
is essential. Being able to focus on what

people are saying with nothing else distract-
ing you, that’s a true sign of leadership.

You’re certified as a project management pro-
fessional, a scrum master and a Six Sigma Mas-
ter Black Belt. Which do you find most valu-
able? I'd have to say the PMP because having
an understanding of how large-scale water-
fall projects work is important. That said, it’s
rarely used, but it’s like your academic back-
ground: It does help provide context when
you're solving problems.

When you think about innovation, it’s not
about one or two bright people in the room,
it’s really about having a process for innova-
tion. Getting people together, coming up
with ideas, understanding how that’s going
to be disruptive, and how you're going to
bring that to market.

It’s the same thing with PMP. It definitely
helps to have a framework for how you solve
problems. That framework can be com-
municated to other folks with similar back-
grounds and you have a common terminol-
ogy. They understand “plan” and “ROI,” and
it’s then easier to communicate when you're
dealing with dozens of teams in different
locations.

THE GRILL PETER B. NICHOL

Why move into consulting? We did some

great things at Access Health, but I realized
that I enjoy working closely with custom-
ers and ultimately with the patients and the
members. And with PA Consulting, I'm in
the healthcare space, I'm focused on truly
trying to make a difference in people’s lives.
That’s where my passion is and where I want
to focus.

You have an active Twitter account and web-
site. How do you manage social media? It abso-
lutely takes a lot of time, and there are really
no shortcuts. But what I'd say about these
social platforms is they help build ideas.

Part of it is having a platform to share ideas.
I tweet out cool stuff, but also some truly
original ideas. The few people who view that
information are the leaders I work with, and
those are the folks I'm trying to target.

So when you find time, focus on the top-
ics you're interested in. If you're not en-
gaged, you're going to miss some of the cool
stuff that could impact your business. ¢

Interview by mARY K. PRATT, a Computerworld
contributing writer in Massachusetts
(marykpratt@verizon.net).
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