
Jim West: “Changed for the better” thanks to RLF  
Aetna leader springboards from RLF experience to SIM Central CT Chapter Board Member.  
  

Jim West is a busy man. He is a Senior QA Manager at Aetna in Hartford, CT, and in Aetna's Claims space, 

he also acts as a primary liaison between Business Leaders, Audit and all Technical areas, giving him a 

great perspective across both IT and the business. Jim also oversees Aetna's Test Solutions Engineers 

organization, which is responsible for driving testing activities, best practices, and process 

improvements across the organization and large programs.  

But even on his busiest days, West remembers and relies on his experiences as a 2013 graduate of the  

NY Metro Regional Leadership Forum (RLF) where he gained invaluable leadership and life skills. Since 

RLF, he has also been an active member of the SIM Central Connecticut Chapter, serving on its Board, 

and manages Aetna's ongoing participation in RLF by overseeing the selection of and advising each 

year's Aetna RLF participants.   

Despite his hectic schedule, Jim agreed to spend some time with us reflecting on his RLF experience, its 

professional and personal benefits, and the "tools" that he still uses. He also discusses the valuable role 

RLF plays in helping Aetna maintain effective leadership in the face of business challenges and increasing 

velocity of change and ensuring Aetna participants get the most out of their RLF experience.   

 

First of all, you went through RLF three years ago, but tell me what you remember about the experience 

back then. What were your expectations going in and what did you find once you were there?    

  

JIM: At the time I didn't know much about the program and RLF at the time was still fairly new to Aetna.  

Honestly, I thought it was going to be a lot like other training I had been through, just longer. Between 

work and having young kids, the reading was a little tough to keep up with but I found ways like doing 

some books on audio. However, the class was very engaging and I felt I was learning a lot so I looked 

forward to going to sessions and regrouping with the class. I’ll also add that I’m not the quickest of 

readers and normally would not read these types of books. However, I found reading the books (most of 

them) very rewarding and looked forward my next book. This is something I didn’t expect.  

  

How/what did you feel when you completed the program?  What changes did you experience?  

  

JIM: At the end, I had a real sense of accomplishment, increased confidence and knew that I had 

changed for the better. For me, the class validated a lot of how I already operated, which was a big 

confidence booster. I carry that with me every day and when making tough decisions (especially about 

how to treat and work with my team/peers) I go back to some of the basics.   

  

The other big thing I took from the class is how differently everyone can look at a situation. I recall 

multiple times discussing a scenario from one of the books and everyone seemed to have a different 

take on the situation. It’s a constant reminder to me to try to look at things from someone else’s 

perspective.  

 

How did RLF help you going forward after graduation -- professionally and personally?  



JIM: I was always very collaborative and took time to analyze a situation but I would say I do that even 

more now. The biggest thing I would say is that I’m more decisive and secure (confident) once I come to 

a decision. Since graduating I have continued to build my network and learnings through the 

organization.  

Personally, I think the confidence I gained from the program along with learnings about how people are 

different and think differently are skills that translate far outside of work. I can’t say I do it every time 

but I would say I more often pause to think about decisions I’m making or how I deal with a situation.  

 

Over the past few years, what have you retained from the program that you continue to leverage?  

  

JIM: My True North, I still use this concept to help guide difficult decisions and reassure myself it’s the 

right decision. I also use my network from the class and the even larger network and new connections 

with the SIM organization. We try to all stay in touch though through email and WhatsApp.  

 

How do you see RLF benefitting you as you continue forward from now?  

  

JIM: Beyond the classroom learnings that hopefully anyone taking the class would keep with them. I’m 

also on the Board of the CT Chapter and I work with every new group of individuals that Aetna sends 

through the RLF program. With my Board participation I’m getting more exposed to helping plan 

activities outside of work, some of which will be outside my comfort zone but will be the things that help 

me grow most. From working with our RLF participants I continue to grow my network. Without RLF I 

wouldn’t be involved in any of these activities.  

 

You have a unique perspective having gone through the program yourself, but now being in a position in 

your company to "manage" the on-going relationship with RLF. How do you see RLF benefitting Aetna?  

  

JIM: RLF is clearly more than “just leadership training”. The Personal Coat of Arms shows you how much 

all of us generally have in common, but book and speaker discussions show you how differently even 

similar individuals can view something. These are lessons that hopefully impact every aspect of the way 

we interact with the world both in and out of work. I think many who go through the program listen 

more (I know I do) and try to stay as open to other opinions and ideas as they can. Individuals that are 

more open to other ideas should be more collaborative and hopefully make better decisions.  

 

What does continuing RLF participation do for Aetna in these times of business challenges and increasing 

velocity of change?  

  

JIM: RLF is one program for which Aetna continues to get good feedback from both participants and 

their managers. Participants leave the program feeling like they have learned something they can really 

take forward. Their managers see real change and growth in them. Not just in times of change but in all 

times you want leaders that can reflect, work well with others, and make sound decisions. Being leaders 

before they entered the program most if not all participants do that already. They leave the program 

doing it better.  

 

What do you tell prospective sponsors when they are deciding about sending someone to RLF?  



  

JIM: I have a presentation that I put together that I think does a pretty good job of explaining the 

program and the benefits. I use the same presentation with our sponsors and participants. It talks about 

the program being geared toward being life changing rather than strictly work focused, the networking, 

engaging discussions around the books and speakers. Most of the leadership at Aetna is already well 

aware of the program and the benefits. I meet with our leaders every year to talk about the program 

and if we are continuing to see the benefit and growth from individuals we send.  

  

What do you look for in prospective RLF participants at Aetna?  

  

JIM: This largely aligns the RLF expectations. We look for high performance/high potential mid to upper 

level career individuals who are disciplined and focused on self - development. RLF is a significant 

investment for the individuals and the company and we have a nomination and selection process that 

mirrors the importance of the program.  

 

What do you say to participants who are ready to go in order to help prepare them?  

  

JIM: I let them know this is a big commitment for both them and the company. However, I remind them 

that it’s well worth the effort and encourage them to discuss with their families and individuals we have 

sent in the past before committing to the program.  

  

Like most professionals these are individuals that already put in a lot of time at the office plus most have 

family and/or other outside commitments. Everyone is a little different but a fair number of individuals 

are concerned about being able to put in the needed time, mainly around the reading. I tell them that 

while the reading is a big part of the program, it’s certainly not all of it. I tell them not to get too hung up 

on the time commitment and give them pointers on how to manage the reading.   

I tell them not to order all their material at once and instead review each book by session and come up 

with a strategy. For instance some books can be done on audio when driving and some books are really 

quick reads, some require more detailed reading than others and may not be suitable for audio, etc. 

Lastly, I also let them know about other assignments and requirements of the program so they hopefully 

have the full picture.  

Thanks very much for your time, Jim. And, thanks for continuing to support the RLF program and your 

local SIM chapter.  

  


