
Dr. Sullivan, 35, works on replacing 
and repairing hips and knees at OAK 
Orthopedics. He has been at OAK for 
a year, and is enthusiastic about the 
area and the practice he has gotten a 
chance to join. He was informed of the 
opportunity at OAK by a mutual friend 
who knew Dr. Rajeev Puri, another 
OAK physician.

He came down to the area to meet 
the physicians at OAK and wound up 
staying. OAK’s proximity to Chicago 
definitely fits Sullivan’s background.

Born in Chicago, he grew up in El-
mhurst. As a student at Immaculate 
Conception High School, he played 
football as a running back and middle 
linebacker. In track, he also ran the 
400 meters and threw the discus.

As a youth, he would accompany his 
father, Dan, on rounds. Dan Sullivan 
was a cardiologist, who eventually 
became the chief medical officer at 
Elmhurst Hospital. His mother, Joan, 
was a respiratory therapist. Ryan Sulli-
van is the oldest of three children. He 
is married to Melissa, a former nurse 
at Loyola. The couple tied the knot in 
2016.

Ryan went on to Northwestern as a 
chemistry major. An avid participant 
in the intramural sports of softball, 
volleyball and flag football, he helped 
mentor and teach younger students in 
chemistry.

But he was never far from medicine 

and never far from helping others. He 
worked in labs at Northwestern Hospi-
tal and Children’s Memorial Research 
Center. He volunteered at a commu-
nity health clinic, helping with patient 
intake. He also volunteered with the 
Global Medical Relief Organization, 
organizing medical supplies.

“It was a good atmosphere,” Sullivan 
says of his volunteer efforts. “And they 
were good people to work with.”

Sullivan went on to apply to medical 
school at Loyola. Following gradu-
ation, he moved on to orthopedic 
residency. His training includes a Joint 
Reconstruction Fellowship at North-
western.

Dr. Sullivan says that orthopedics is a 
perfect mix for him of his two pas-
sions— people and the sciences. He 
loves physics, chemistry and math.

Constructing things is another long-
time devotion. He enjoys “hammering 
things together.” He remembers being 
in a garage with his dad, building 
things — tables, chairs and bars — as 
they listened to Bears games. When 
he was a Cub Scout, his pinewood 
derby car, painted red with nail pol-
ish, won first place. In eighth grade, 
Sullivan placed fourth in the state in a 
competition to build a model of a city.

Now he builds and rebuilds hips and 
knees. Many are joints that have been 
damaged over the years by arthritis. 
The first treatment steps are non-op-
erative — injections, medications and 
therapy. All are aimed at controlling 
pain. “We always start with non-opera-
tive treatment,” he says.

Sometimes activity modifications help. 
Losing weight is a plus. High impact 
exercises, like running or jogging, 
could be replaced by biking, swim-
ming or using an elliptical machine.

“If something is causing pain, stop 
doing it,” he says.

Then, if operations are needed, Dr. Sul-
livan proceeds, either by doing a first 
surgery or a “revision” if an update is 
needed for a joint that has been previ-
ously replaced. Revision work includes 
replacing a component that has failed 
in an artificial joint.

In terms of hips, Dr. Sullivan performs 
both the anterior and the posterior 
operations. With the anterior opera-
tion, the incision is made in the front 
of the patient. The result is less pain 
for the patient and a quicker recovery. 
From either direction, the patient gets 
a new hip — a ball that fits in a socket. 
The ball is ceramic. The cup has a plas-
tic liner, but titanium is also involved.

Dr. Sullivan has seen patients as young 
as 30, but the majority are in their late 
40s ranging into their 80s. Arthritis 
sets in in an old injury. The majority of 
his practice involves full knee replace-
ments.

Patients thank him, he says, because 
when all is said and done, he gets 
them back to a point where they no 
longer are in pain.

To relax these days, Dr. Sullivan likes 
to fish, heading up to Wisconsin. He 
also visits family in South Carolina and 
continues working around his house, 
making, among other things, tables.

He also continues the medical volun-
teering of his youth. In 2014, he went 
on a trip to Columbia, treating chil-
dren with club feet and congenital hip 
problems who would have no access 
to medical care otherwise. He has also 
helped at Shriners Hospital in Chicago 
and volunteered to man the medical 
tent at the Chicago Marathon includ-
ing one year when the weather was so 
hot that people collapsed from heat 
exhaustion.

He’s a godfather to a four-year-old 
niece.

He describes himself as family-cen-
tered. Those good communications 
skills also help when dealing with 
patients.

OAK has been a leader in the commu-
nity for a long time, Dr. Sullivan says. 
“I’m lucky and honored to be here.”
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For Ryan Sullivan
healing others has been part of a family tradition


