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Chris Woleske

Bellin CEO steering health care
with teamwork and tenacity

Chris Woleske grew up one of 13 children. 
Along with her nine sisters and three 
brothers, she formed a childhood full of 
lessons in how to simultaneously thrive 
in a throng and nurture one another. 
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Chris Woleske

“I look at it like I had five moms 
growing up,” Woleske said. “For 
me, there were two brothers be-
tween me and my next oldest 
sister. So I played more with my 
older brothers. I had to keep up 
with them because they certainly 
weren’t going to wait for me. We 
learned to fight our own battles ... 
and that a disagreement was be-
tween two siblings — not everyone 
needed to pick sides.”

Born in Oconto and raised in 
Marinette, Woleske and her sib-
lings grew up learning just how 
important teamwork can be. And 
with that, she also took hold of a 
strong work ethic.

“We learned how to get along, 
how to resolve conflicts, because 
with that many siblings you could 
be constantly embroiled in bat-
tle. We learned how to let things 
slide — how to forgive,” she said. 
“Because of how we grew up, I 
think I’m very direct. People know 
where they stand with me. And I 
do have opinions, but I love when 
people challenge me. I’m more in-
clined to say ‘this is what I think, 
now tell me where you stand and 
maybe we will change course be-
cause we’re all in this together.”

That approach to leadership 
has served Woleske well in her 
position as president and CEO at 
Bellin Health. Steering an orga-
nization of approximately 4,600 
employees, she relies on many 
of the same lessons culled as she 
navigated childhood.

Woleske started working at age 
9 as a babysitter for her nieces 
and nephews and continued 
working hard through middle and 

high school at various teenager-
friendly jobs.

“I learned so much about em-
ployability at a young age,” 
Woleske said. “I learned about 
saying yes to opportunity ... about 
being on time ... about finish-
ing a task. Babysitting was a bit 
like health care in that they don’t 
have set hours. A health care pro-
vider has to stay until the surgery 
is complete. A babysitter doesn’t 
know exactly what time the par-
ents will be home. Sometimes I 
missed out on things like going out 
with friends, but it made me better 
prepared.”

PATH TO CEO

Woleske joined Bellin in 1998 as 
the general counsel and compli-
ance officer. In 2005 she became 
executive vice president and gen-
eral counsel and was tasked with 
overseeing the development and 
opening of what is now the Bellin 
Health Oconto Hospital.

“That was a real turning point 
in my career because it brought 
me very heavily into the opera-
tions side of the organization,” 
Woleske said. “The Oconto proj-
ect gave me a much broader role. 
As women, we need to take on re-
sponsibility not just in traditional 
ways at work. Women in leader-
ship roles are often in human re-
lations or marketing. But most 
often people from the profit and 
loss operations side of organiza-
tions end up as CEOs.”

For Woleske, overseeing such 
a large project garnered her the 
title of CEO of the Bellin Oconto 
Hospital and led to the possibil-
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ity of more responsibility within the Bellin organization. In 2018 she was 
named president and CEO of Bellin. But securing the CEO title was never 
her ultimate goal.

“I’ve always taken things one step at a time,” she said. “I love the vision of 
Bellin — that our community will thrive when people are their healthiest 
at every stage of their lives  — and my willingness to be curious and open to 
new opportunities was my driving force. I care less about titles and more 
about opportunity to learn and care for the people we serve. The rest will 
always take care of itself.”

DAY IN THE LIFE

Running a growing health organization means a day at work is never 
“typical.” But Woleske tries to ensure several routine tasks are completed, 
even if it isn’t in a standard schedule.

“As I enjoy my first cup of coffee in the morning, I prepare myself for the 
day ahead,” Woleske said. “A friend of mine introduced me to the concept 
of a “get-to-do list,” rather than a to-do list and it has brought gratitude 
into my morning routine and a new energy to start off my day.”

Her work day is usually about 12 hours, and almost always begins with 
meetings. She tries to budget in an hour or two for planning and reading 
and makes it a point to interact with a customer or community member 
with the goal of creating opportunities for collaboration with Bellin.

That ability to reflect on the community and envision collaborations is a 
constant for Woleske thanks to the view from her office. Her seventh floor 
office in the Bellin Hospital complex overlooks downtown Green Bay and 
provides a constant glimpse of the company’s role.

“I love the view because it’s a reminder of who we serve,” Woleske said. 
“Businesses spend a tremendous amount of money on health care. We serve 
them as well as our patients. It’s our mission to provide a healthier, better 
quality of life for those patients as well as the businesses they work for.”

ALWAYS ADDING ON

In an organization the size of Bellin, construction is a constant. Today, 
several projects are underway, most notably a neonatal intensive care unit 
and completely revamped maternity department at the hospital — all of 
which is expected to open in 2022.

“We’re just out of space,” Woleske said. 
With more mothers-to-be requiring bed rest at the hospital and a con-

stantly growing patient population, there was a capacity problem. That 
forced the hospital to expand the maternity department: 14 beds will be 
added. And with more beds, the nursery needed to grow. Today, Bellin is 
the only health system in Green Bay without a NICU, but that is about to 
change.

“We travelled all around to look at best practices,” Woleske said. “We 
will have more family space so families of premature babies can learn with 
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March is Women’s History Month, 
which makes it the perfect time to 
shine a spotlight on an amazing 
woman who has done great things in 
medicine.  

The Woman:
Lulu Bellin.

The Connection:  
Bellin Health is 
renaming its Reward 
& Recognition 
Platform after 
Lulu Bellin, the 
awesome wife of 
Bellin Hospital 
founder Dr. Julius 
Bellin. A source of 
steadfast support 
for her husband 
as he nurtured his 
fledgling hospital, Lulu was also a teacher, 
a musician and a mother and caretaker 
who served the hospital in a number of 
important ways. You learned a bit about 
Lulu through yesterday’s announcement, 
and we think sharing more about her is the 
perfect way to kick off this series. We’d like 
to thank the UW-Green Bay Archives and 
Area Research Center for compiling this 
information.

About Lulu: 
Lulu Elizabeth Vieaux was born in 

Wrightstown in 1870, the daughter of 
longtime Wrightstown residents. She 
attended the State Teachers College 
at Oshkosh at a time when very few 
women went to college, later returning 
to Wrightstown to teach music. She was 
a pianist and a singer whose students 
throughout her career would include a 
number of prominent musicians. She and 
Julius lived in Wrightstown for six years 
before moving to Green Bay. Their son 
Percival was born here in 1900.

Percival became severely handicapped 
after contracting meningitis as an infant, 
and Lulu became his lifelong caretaker. 
Still, she became a community leader, 
serving on the YWCA board (including 
as president) from the organization’s 
inception. She was a member of the 
Green Bay Women’s Club and Monday 
Shakespeare club, and also was active 
in her church’s Ladies Aid Society and 
Foreign Missionary Society. In addition to 
her steadfast support of Julius, Lulu was a 
member of the Bellin Memorial Hospital 
Board of Directors and heavily involved in 
its Women’s Auxiliary. 

After a lifetime of service and leadership, 
Lulu died Sept. 18, 1936 at the age of 66.
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their care team how best to care for them. We learned that newborns do bet-
ter with skin-to-skin contact, so that will be an emphasis in our new space.”

COMPETITION MAKE SUCCESS

The greater Green Bay area, with about 650,000 people in the region, 
supports three competing health systems. The competition, Woleske said, 
seems to be more fierce than in other comparable markets. But it also 
makes the overall health and wellness of the region’s population stronger.

“We’re all competing for the same business. But at the same time, we 
have to collaborate with each other,” Woleske said. “There are things we 
work together on. There are times it makes no sense to compete and in 
those instances we have a great working relationship. And if Bellin is go-

ing to achieve our mission of help-
ing everyone in our region achieve 
their full health and well-being 
potential, we need to partner with 
schools and businesses and even 
competing health systems to make 
that a reality.”

All three organizations have 
representatives on the Wisconsin 
Hospital Board and collaborate 
together on statewide initiatives.

Chris Woleske
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Full Name:
Christine Elizabeth Wilde 
Woleske

Age: 56 

City: Green Bay

Title and company: President & 
CEO, Bellin Health

Professional organizations or 
groups: Fellow - American
College of Healthcare 
Executives; Wisconsin State   
Bar Association

Education details: B.S. Health-
care Administration,
UW-Eau Claire; Juris Doctor, 
Marquette Law School;
Executive Program, Stanford 
Graduate School of Business

COLON CANCER IS NO MATCH
FOR EARLY SCREENING.

888-WE FIGHTThe Cancer Team

LAW STUDENT TIMES TWO

Woleske’s son Matthew was 3 
years old when she enrolled in 
Marquette University Law School. 

“Balancing solo parenting and 
the law school requirements was 
challenging, but I was very for-
tunate to have the support of my 
family, classmates and friends — 
sometimes during class,” she said.  

Like any child, illness or vaca-
tion time would occasionally pre-
vent Matthew from attending his 
school. In those instances he’d 
toddle along with Woleske with 
his bag of Matchbox Cars and qui-
etly play under his mom’s class-
room desk.

“He jokes that he attended law 
school twice,” she laughs. “One 
day he called me while he was still 
in school and said there is no way 
that I did this with a kid. I told him 
‘And it wasn’t just any kid ... It was 
you!”

Today, Matthew is clerking for 
the California state judicial sys-
tem.

Meanwhile, her daughter Ga-
brielle is working in Geneva, 
Switzerland, where she finished 
working for the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and De-

velopment (OECD) in 
December and is now 
working toward a mas-
ter’s degree.

Woleske said with 
family flung across 
the world they have 
to get creative to stay 
in touch. Gabrielle is 
happy to Facetime or 
Snapchat or share on 
Instagram. Matthew is 
more traditional.

“He just likes to call 
on the phone,” she said. 
“I can always count on 
a call every Sunday from him.”

Her father, now 95, still lives in Marinette and with a dozen siblings 
and countless nieces and nephews, there’s always someone with whom to 
check in.

“I am grateful that my dad is still healthy and enjoying life at 95. He is an 
incredibly intelligent person and I turn to him often for advice and sup-
port,” she said. “My many siblings and in-laws keep me humble and re-
mind me of all of my embarrassing moments.”  

Woleske’s family is paramount to her. And while she enjoys traveling to 
see her children, she also loves to weave family time into her other inter-
ests. Health and fitness are important to her — she exercises three to four 
times a week and practices yoga once or twice a week. In 2015, while Ga-
brielle was still in college, the duo ran the Bellin Women’s Half Marathon. 
It was Woleske’s third and Gabrielle’s first.

“I love the sense of accomplishment ... of setting and achieving goals,” 
Woleske said. “I’ve always liked working, and I still do. It’s a little like run-
ning a marathon.” w

“A FRIEND OF MINE 
INTRODUCED ME 
TO THE CONCEPT 
OF A 'GET-TO-DO 
LIST,' RATHER THAN 
A TO-DO LIST AND 
IT HAS BROUGHT 
GRATITUDE INTO 
MY MORNING
ROUTINE AND A 
NEW ENERGY TO 
START OFF MY DAY.”

— CHRIS WOLESKE
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