
www. jo rda nsc .com

HEALTHCARE HEROES

 

We were excited to sit down with David B. Nash, MD, MBA, Founding 
Dean Emeritus of the Jefferson College of Population Health (JCPH) at 
Philadelphia's Jefferson University, and Special Assistant to the Chief 
Physician Executive at Jefferson Health. Since its inception as the country's 
first graduate program in population health over a decade ago, under 
Dr. Nash’s leadership, JCPH has helped connect health and healthcare, 
graduate prepared physician leaders, and contribute to the evolution of the 
healthcare industry. The Jefferson College of Population Health remains 
committed to improving the health and wellbeing of all Americans.

: Q Twelve years ago, population health wasn’t the familiar term it is today…how 
did this journey start for you?

: A Twelve years ago, Jefferson University underwent a strategic planning process. Out of that initiative came the 
recognition that we needed to be preparing healthcare leaders for the future in a different way. At the time, I was 
the Chairman of Jefferson Medical College’s Department of Health Policy. That department was successful—and 
they identified it as a good starting point for what would become this new, innovative school. The University 
President (at the time) said, “We are taking your department and getting rid of it, but we want it to be the 
foundation of a new College—the College of Population Health—which you will be leading.” Needless to say, I was 
terrified, but also excited. That’s how I became the Founding Dean of the Jefferson College of Population Health.
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: Q It speaks to the innovative thought process of that strategic planning committee, but it also speaks 
to the faith they had in you. So, let’s back up a bit, how did you become the Chair of the Department 
of Health Policy (which was innovative back then as well)?

: A When I was recruited to Jefferson in 1990, I was the only physician on the faculty that had also been to business 
school…and so my staff job as the director of the Office of Health Policy was to prepare faculty, staff, and the 
students for healthcare reform. Jefferson Medical College, in collaboration with Thomas Jefferson University 
Hospital, created the new Office of Health Policy. It was my job to sort through the research, data, and chatter, 
make sense of it, and try to explain it to everyone else—and I did that from 1990-2003. In 2004, that office 
became Jefferson's first ever Department of Health Policy, and I was named Chair.

: Q How did you create this Department? And how did that experience help you to eventually  
create JCPH?

: A Creating a department is not dissimilar to creating a school—just on a whole different scale. I surrounded myself 
with the right people to build the department and I did the same in 2008 when I was tasked with building the 
Jefferson College of Population Health. I took the Masters in Public Health program and moved that inside the 
new JCPH, then I found people with expertise in creating curricula from scratch and found the best Associate 
Dean for Academic Affairs. I knew I could find the people with the right skillsets. Crucial to our success was the 
fact that we wanted it to be an entirely online graduate program. In 2008, this was innovative as well, so we hired 
a Ph.D. from Harvard who had made a name for himself in online pedagogy. Once we had the faculty of nurses, 
physicians, pharmacists, and social workers assembled to create the content, we built this online curriculum in a 
very unique way. In 2009, we offered a Master’s in Public Health (in-person degree) and a Masters in Healthcare 
Quality and Safety (online). In 2011, we added a Masters in Health Economics and Outcome Research (online); 
in 2012 we added a Masters in Population Health (online); in 2016 we added a Masters in Population Health 
Intelligence (online), and in 2018 we added a Masters in Operational Excellence (online). We were in uncharted 
territory both in subject matter and delivery, but we knew we were building something special  
and sustainable.

: Q I’m sure a variety of things stood out to you as you were creating this school; can you give me  
an example?

: A JCPH’s students come from every sector of healthcare. It is a dichotomous student body. We have our on-
campus Masters of Public Health students and their average age is 29. Then, we have the students enrolled in our 
online programs and their average age is 42. The majority of our students are mid-career professionals looking to 
reposition themselves to become future industry leaders. It is exciting to think that we are educating those who 
will be making monumental decisions about healthcare.

: Q What did you want to be when you grew up? 

: A My mom was a teacher and my dad was a businessman and I grew up in a household where education was 
tremendously valued. I always knew I wanted to combine business and medicine but there was no one out there 
combining those two areas that I knew about. In 1972, when I was in high school, I remember reading a  
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New York Times article about an amazing physician named Dr. Samuel P. Martin III who had also gone to the 
Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania. He had created the Robert Wood Johnson Clinical Scholars 
Program. I was so inspired after reading that article that I immediately sat down at my typewriter and wrote Dr. 
Martin a letter. I told him that I enjoyed reading the article and that I would very much like to meet him. To my 
great surprise, about a week later, he called me at my parents’ house in Long Island and invited me to come see 
him. Seven days after that, I boarded an Amtrak and headed to Pennsylvania. This 6'4'' individual who had been 
in the organization that was the precursor to the CIA (OSS—Office of Special Services) became my mentor from 
that first meeting until he died in 1996. I still have his picture in my office.

: Q Why did he become your mentor?

: A He was an educational entrepreneur who combined business and medicine before anyone even thought to do 
such a thing—after WWII. He felt strongly that physicians needed to be part of the healthcare solution rather 
than part of the problem—and I have always felt that way too. He was the first person who introduced me to this 
concept of a physician leader. He would always say that his talent was picking talent and that you pick talent,  
but you train leaders. He taught me that a multifaceted education gave me a platform to do greater things.  
He was the reason I applied to the Robert Wood Johnson Clinical Scholars Program that jump-started my  
career trajectory.

: Q Speaking of greater things, you have accomplished so much…what are you most proud of? 

: A Building the bridge so that leaders can walk across it. Our graduates have become Chief Population Health 
Officers, Chief Medical Officers, Chief Quality Officers, and more; they are building accountable care 
organizations and community health centers and making advances in population health management. We literally 
wrote the textbook on population health and it is now in its third edition being used by 80 colleges around the 
country. I can look back on my life and say that I contributed to helping define a new field and for that I am 
infinitely grateful. 
 
Today, JCPH has launched two freestanding centers for population health research (one focused on urban/
suburban issues and the other focused on rural health), and we continue to lead the nation by developing 
innovative solutions to cut costs, make health care safer, and provide care to more  
people while training generations of healthcare leaders 
across the US. We offer 2 on-site programs (PhD in 
Population Health Sciences and Master of Public Health) 
and 6 online degree programs (MS in Applied Health 
Economics and Outcomes Research; MS in Health Policy; 
MS in Healthcare Quality & Safety; MS in Healthcare Quality 
& Safety Management; MS in Population Health; and MS 
in Population Health Intelligence), and 6 online graduate 
certificate programs.  
 
We are driving conversations around cost effectiveness, 
patient communication, and social determinants of health 
throughout countless hours of colloquiums, forums, and 
webinars in addition to the publication of 4 academic 
journals…in over a decade, we’ve accomplished a lot. 
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: Q In July 2019, you officially stepped down as the Dean of JCPH and assumed the role of Special 
Assistant to the Chief Physician Executive of Jefferson Health. What does this mean and what’s 
next?

: A I traded in the day-to-day running of the school to dive deeper into consulting, writing, and research. I am 
tasked with keeping my finger on the pulse of the ongoing sub-specialization of population health topics—and 
informing the leaders around me. I want to make way for new leaders as I focus on writing and speaking about 
quality, safety, and the future of healthcare. I’m also planning to take a one-year sabbatical. I’d love to visit Israel 
because they have a very advanced digital health system—all Israelis use the same EMR; I’d like to go to Australia 
because they are the global leader in healthcare quality and safety;  and I’d love to go to DC to make an impact 
on healthcare policy moving forward. It is an exciting time. 
 
David B. Nash is the Founding Dean Emeritus and the Dr. Raymond C. and Doris N. Grandon Professor of 
Health Policy at the Jefferson College of Population Health (JCPH). JCPH is dedicated to developing healthcare 
leaders for the future. A board-certified internist, Dr. Nash is internationally recognized for his work in public 
accountability for outcomes, physician leadership development, and quality-of-care improvement. Repeatedly 
named to Modern Healthcare’s list of Most Powerful Persons in Healthcare, his national activities cover a wide 
scope. Dr. Nash is a principal faculty member for quality of care programming for the American Association for 
Physician Leadership (AAPL) in Tampa, FL. He serves on the NQF Task Force on Improving Population Health and 
the John M. Eisenberg Award Committee for The Joint Commission. He also is a founding member of the AAMC-
IQ Steering Committee, the group charged with infusing the tenets of quality and safety into medical education. 
Dr. Nash was recently appointed to the Board of the Pharmaceutical Quality Alliance (PQA) in Washington, DC. 
 
Dr. Nash’s work is well known through his many publications, public appearances, and online column on MedPage 
Today. He has authored more than 100 peer-reviewed articles and edited 23 books, including Connecting with the 
New Healthcare Consumer, The Quality Solution, Demand Better, and most recently Population Health: Creating a 
Culture of Wellness (3rd edition). He was the inaugural Deputy Editor of Annals of Internal Medicine (1984-1989). 
Currently, he is Editor-in-Chief of American Journal of Medical Quality, Population Health Management, P&T, and 
American Health and Drug Benefits.
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