
74      PEJ  march•april/2011   

Pursuing an MBA: My Personal Journey 
as a Physician Executive

Education

Joseph Kim, MD, MPH,  is founder of 
NonClinicalJobs.com.
jkim@nonclinicaljobs.com

When I was a medical student, I had no interest in 
business. 

My medical school offered a dual degree MD/MBA, but 
I didn’t give that program any consideration. Now that I've 
been working in the business world for the last six years, I 
realize the value of investing my time and money into an MBA 
program. I wrestled with this decision for a number of years 
and seriously explored over 10 different business schools. 

I looked at a number of local executive MBA programs 
and several online MBA programs. I visited schools and I 
spoke with students and recent graduates of these MBA 
programs so that I could get a better understanding of 
what these programs offered. 

After wrestling with the business school decision for 
several years, I finally made the decision to enroll in a local 
executive MBA program that offered a flexible curriculum 
and that focused around health care and pharmaceutical 
business issues. 

Making sacrifices
I realize that my business school decision will require 

me to make some sacrifices. Coursework will take some 
time away from my family and work. I intentionally chose 
an executive MBA program that would allow me to have 
more flexibility throughout the program. 

I didn't want to give up every other weekend for the 
next two years. I also had to revise my budget so that I 
could pay for my education. This year, I'll be spending over 
$30, 000 for business school tuition.

MBA program costs can vary widely. Some executive 
MBA programs cost over $160,000. Other MBA programs 

(non-executive format) may only cost around $30,000 to 
$40,000. In general, executive MBA programs tend to be 
much more expensive compared to non-executive pro-
grams. Online MBA programs also allow you to have great-
er flexibility in coursework selection and you can spread 
tuition costs over multiple years. 

In-class vs. online MBA
There are a number of online MBAs that provide a 

great deal of flexibility for physicians who wish to maintain 
work/life balance as they pursue their studies. I looked at 
several online MBA programs and found some to be quite 
attractive because their tuition rates were reasonable and 
they offered a flexible curriculum. 

Some schools even allow you to take one or two classes 
before you officially enter the program. This allows you to 
"test the water" before you jump into an MBA program. 

Online education requires you to be highly motivated 
and disciplined. You’ll need to work fairly independently, 
but group projects will also be required throughout the 
program. I completed a public health degree online in 
2008, so I had the opportunity to get very comfortable 
with the distance learning format. 

I seriously considered enrolling in an online MBA 
program, but I decided that I would rather have the face-
to-face interaction with other colleagues who are currently 
working in the pharmaceutical and health care industries. 

Importance of networking
I often find that physicians undervalue the importance 

of professional networking. In the business world, network-
ing opens up many doors of opportunity. 

For entrepreneurs, networking with the right people 
could make or break your startup company. Business 
school provides the framework for you to build new rela-
tionships and make lasting friendships, but you have to be 
intentional about networking. This is especially true if you 
choose to take courses online since you’ll rarely (if ever) 
see your classmates in person. 
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out of a different lens. The focus isn’t 
always about profitability or “the bot-
tom line.” Rather, new wheels start 
spinning in people's heads as they 
think about the business implications 
associated with purchasing decisions, 
workflow processes, or other opera-
tional issues. 

The business school opportu-
nity allows physicians to examine 
their own working situation and find 
new ways to improve efficiencies. 
They may also find themselves more 
inclined to pursue leadership oppor-
tunities that will allow them to have 
influential decision making capabili-
ties within their organizations. 

Physicians who get an MBA may 
also find themselves having a new 
sense of motivation and ambition as 
they seek to tackle fundamental busi-
ness issues that may dramatically 
influence their practice setting.

Door to new opportunities
Many physicians choose to pur-

sue an MBA so that they may find 

experiences were especially valuable 
for me as I made my business school 
decisions.

Consider your classmates. Some 
MBA programs are exclusively for phy-
sicians. Your entire class will consist of 
other physicians. Other MBA programs 
place a special focus on health care or 
pharmaceutical business. 

Learning business language
In order to work in business, you 

need to learn a new language. You can 
learn this language on your own, but 
there are clear advantages to invest-
ing in the three letters M-B-A so that 
you can have credibility among busi-
ness executives in the non-clinical 
setting. 

If you’re thinking about business 
school, get a head start by regularly 
reading business periodicals like the 
Wall Street Journal, the New York 
Times, and Businessweek magazine. 

Physicians who get an MBA after 
they've had some working experi-
ence often find themselves looking 

In some online MBA programs, 
you may spend a few weeks in an 
intensive residency where you'll 
interact closely with your classmates. 
Since I’m in an executive MBA pro-
gram, I have the opportunity to 
interact with students on the week-
ends. I'm also making an intentional 
effort to socialize outside of class and 
online via social networking channels 
like LinkedIn and Facebook.

ROI
A number of physicians have 

asked me what type of return on 
investment I expect when I graduate? 
I can't quantify the ROI, but I know 
that I'll be learning valuable skills 
that will make me more effective in 
my current role as the vice president 
of medical affairs and technology at 
Medical Communications Media Inc. 

We are a medical education and 
publishing company and I am respon-
sible for managing people, developing 
business strategies, and maintaining 
certain operations. Business school 
education will also help me with my 
personal consulting business where I 
provide medical oversight for startup 
companies. It’s also difficult to mea-
sure an ROI on the types of relation-
ships I’ll be building in class as I go 
through my MBA program. 

Weighing the factors
If you're considering business 

school, make sure to weigh all the fac-
tors. Don’t forget about family life, 
the financial investment, time away 
from work, studying, etc. 

As you get ready to select 
schools, consider different factors. 
For example, many MBA programs 
waive the GMAT for applicants who 
have a terminal degree such as an 
MD, DO, PhD, or PharmD. 

Get a feel for the classroom expe-
rience. I personally visited schools 
for open houses and sat in some 
classroom sessions so that I could get 
a sense of the student mix and the 
faculty-student interactions. These 

There are clear advantages to investing in the three 
letters M-B-A so that you can have credibility among 
business executives in the non-clinical setting.



76      PEJ  march•april/2011

new career opportunities outside of 
clinical medicine. For some, those 
opportunities may be in the world of 
medical administration or health care 
management. Others may choose to 
go into the pharmaceutical industry, 
the health IT industry, or to become 
entrepreneurs. 

Although an MBA isn't essential 
for any of these types of non-clinical 
careers, an MBA may open doors. 
Furthermore, your business school 
connections may help you find new 
job opportunities much more effec-
tively. 

I don’t plan to change career 
paths after I graduate from my MBA 
program, but I’ll be in a different 
place in my professional career and 
my education will help me be a more 
effective leader within my organiza-
tion. If you’d like to speak with me 
about my business school journey, 
don’t hesitate to contact me. 
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Health care is changing. Nurse practitioners and physician as-
sistants will play an increasingly vital role within your team. Will 
you be ready for this infl ux of new people with different motiva-
tions, different strengths and different expectations?

To help you navigate this new landscape, ACPE developed a new 
course — Changing the Game Plan: Integrating the Clinical Team. 
This course will teach you the basics of hiring, training and man-
aging these new members of your team. You’ll also learn how 
to be an effective coach and ways to block disruptive behavior. 

5 CME  •  Cost: $400 Members  •  $500 Non-members

Working on an advanced degree? This course counts as an 
elective. 

Highlights include:

• Defi ning the role of leaders in leading and managing mid-
level practitioners

• Identifi ng the benefi ts of integrating these practitioners into 
the health care delivery system

• Applying a model of motivation and high performance to en-
sure all team members are contributing to the organization 
and reaching their full potential

It’s Time to Integrate 
     Your Team.

The Future Will Bring New Responsibilities: Are You Ready?
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