Beaumont Hospital, Troy Case Study

Client profile
Beaumont Hospital, Troy, is a
520-bed community hospital in
southeastern Michigan, north of
Detroit. It offers a comprehensive
array of healthcare services,
including oncology, inpatient
rehabilitation, breast care center,
orthopedics, vein center, heart
care, orthopedics, pediatrics,
digestive health, integrative
medicine and obstetrical
services. Beaumont Troy is part
of Beaumont Health, Michigan’s
largest healthcare system.

Opportunity

Focused
Communication
Skills Transformed
Hospital Culture
“A woman with abdominal pain came to the ER and had soon dismissed a surgeon and ‘fired’
two nurses. I was next up to see her, and decided to apply some Communication in Healthcare
skills I had just learned. As I listened without interrupting and prompted her with ‘What else?’ to
tell me more, I uncovered not only the abdominal pain but her fears about sudden weight loss
and, more importantly, that she might have pancreatic cancer like her brother who had died
from the disease. The new information she shared prompted us to do further testing and to find
a pancreatic tumor. The extra minutes it took me to listen empathetically resulted in a correct

■ Improve bedside
communication skills as a
means of enhancing the
patient and family experience

diagnosis and a transformation in the patient. She became completely cooperative once she’d
voiced her fears and been heard.”
– Chadi Ibrahim, M.D., Hospitalist

and physician and employee
engagement

■ Engage both physicians and
allied staff in a self-sustaining
culture enhancement focused
on patient- and family-centered
care

The leaders at Beaumont Hospital, Troy, in southeastern Michigan, knew something had to
change. Physician and staff clinical skills were excellent, but allied staff members were looking
for guidance on handling difficult conversations.
“Our satisfaction scores were flat. We were trying initiatives here, there and everywhere, but we
weren’t seeing sustained improvement,” says Amanda LaVoie, Director of Service Excellence.
“Our training as healthcare workers doesn’t necessarily support how to communicate with
patients, especially in highly emotional circumstances,” she explains.
“Some people do it naturally or have a good mentor. Many staff struggle with emotion-driven,
angry, anxiety-laden exchanges with families. We wanted to provide our staff and physicians the
tools to handle these situations.”

LaVoie, along with key administrators and physicians, began looking for a program that

Solutions
■ Partner with The Institute

had the power to transform the hospital’s communication and culture. They zeroed in on a
Communication in Healthcare curriculum developed by William Maples, MD, of The Institute

for Healthcare Excellence

for Healthcare Excellence (IHE). The core of the program is a four-hour course with training in

to educate Beaumont

communication skills and opportunities for practicing those skills.

physicians and allied staff to
teach their peers a four-hour

Several components of the course matched what Beaumont leaders felt they needed to bring

Communication in Healthcare

about a culture change

course

■ Hold weekly sessions with
managers and administrators
to celebrate successes and
provide encouragement and
suggestions for improvement

■ Formally recognize
employees and physicians
who demonstrate new
communication skills

Results
■ Improved satisfaction scores
for patients, physicians, and
employees
■ Reduced stress, improved
empathy, and renewed energy
for patient care among staff
and physicians

• IHE offered a parallel learning experience for physicians and allied staff to truly
enhance the culture.
• The program taught in-house physicians and allied health staff to be faculty members
who then train their peers, thereby enhancing credibility and respect for the skills
being taught.
• The self-sustaining model evolves and gains momentum, in contrast to a one-time
education blitz with limited staying power. “We wanted a continuous infusion of skills
and training,” LaVoie says.
“Our patients are worried about things we might consider minor but that are often more
important to them than their own health. One woman was anxious to leave the hospital but far
too sick to go home. The staff learned that she was concerned about a pet bird at home with
no one to feed it. Once her nurse contacted the woman’s landlord and made arrangements
for the bird to be fed, she was able to relax and focus on getting better.”
– Constance O’Malley, former Chief Operating Officer at Troy and current President of
Beaumont, Farmington Hills
Lead administrators and physicians took the Communication in Healthcare course before
nurses and other caregivers and support staff at Beaumont Troy.
COO Constance O’Malley noticed how the course re-oriented priorities for nurses. “I’ve been
a nurse for 31 years. Along the way, you can lose a connection with patients when you’re too
task-focused. Going through this course, we saw staff nurses coming out of classes totally
energized. This teaches you not to try to fix every situation; just listen.
“As healthcare providers, we’re often interrupting and trying to fix things. We move fast
and talk fast. But if we give people two minutes and let them talk, they feel the impact of
that. Showing empathy and caring is what we should be doing as caregivers.” O’Malley
recently became president at Beaumont, Farmington Hills, and hopes to introduce a similar
communication program at her new hospital.
At Beaumont Troy, President Nancy Susick observes, “Staff members are really embracing the
program. People are learning one-on-one, practicing skills in class, and relating to situations

“This is not a flavor of the month. This is what we’re
doing. It’s part of who we are.”

Susick recently asked managers to identify employees or physicians
who are carrying out PEARLS concepts. She publicly recognizes
extraordinary behavior with co-workers present, reads a brief

they’ve had at work and home. It’s really touching their hearts and

account of the person’s exemplary actions and presents a pearl pin

minds. They’re more mindful and more fully present with patients,

for the individual to wear on his or her name badge.

families and each other. I’m noticing staff spending more time sitting
at the bedside listening.”

To further reinforce mission and momentum, Susick leads weekly
Caring Connections meetings every Tuesday morning for all

Twelve months into the program, about 35 percent of Beaumont

managers, physicians and administrators to review progress. Staff

employees have taken the communication course.

members are invited, as well. “I like to conduct the meeting myself,

“We are committed to training every employee on site at our hospital,
from kitchen staff to environmental services to nursing,” Susick says.

because I want the staff to know how committed I am to this effort.
For the rare times I cannot attend, Dr. Lynch fills in for me.”

“We’re making the classes multidisciplinary to ensure another level

The tone of the meeting is positive and encouraging. Attendees

of teamwork and are giving people skills to help them be successful

share caring stories from the previous week, review communication

in their work.

priorities, discuss how each unit is performing and listen to ideas for

“This is not a flavor of the month. This is what we’re doing. It’s part
of who we are.”
As Susick personally introduces the program to each new cohort,
she shares that the training has the power to improve relationships
both at work and at home. For example, it has helped her to practice
focused listening and to be more fully present when talking with her
family members.

improvement. Each meeting ends with a show of appreciation for the
work everyone is doing to improve experiences.
Even when a unit is struggling to increase patient satisfaction, people
from other units offer suggestions and support. Improvements may
be anything from making the cardiac diet more appealing for patients
to reducing noise on a patient unit.
“We have excellent attendance at our weekly meetings and people
report it’s uplifting and energizing to be there,” Susick says.

Building Momentum
During the communication course, participants learn to practice

Physician Ownership

“PEARLS” of communication:

Working closely with Susick is James Lynch, M.D., Senior Vice

• Partnership
• Empathy
• Apology
• Respect
• Legitimization
• Support
All employees receive a PEARLS card to keep these principles top of
mind and refer back to them when communication isn’t going well.
Many wear the card on their badges.
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President and Chief Medical Officer. He is one of two physicians who
have spearheaded the push for better communication and awareness
at Beaumont.
The hospital’s other physician champion is Chadi Ibrahim, M.D., Hospitalist.
“A couple of years ago, I was asked to attend a conference on
improving the patient experience,” says Dr. Ibrahim. “As an internist
and hospitalist, I thought ‘patient experience’ was a trend we needed
to follow to improve service, but that it didn’t have much impact on
the quality of our patient care.”

He continues, “I’ve heard that 50 percent of prescriptions end up in

opening. If I’ve finished a patient visit and am walking toward the

the trash. Patients want us to help them, but clearly we aren’t always

door, and that patient asks to discuss one more thing, I know that I’ve

meeting their concerns. We need to connect in a way that they trust

failed the patient. I sit back down and listen, but I want to cover all of

us and fill the prescription. That’s clearly going to have an impact on

those things before I walk toward the door.”

how they recover.”

Both doctors agree that a true shift in hospital culture can’t happen

Dr. Ibrahim embraced Communication in Healthcare as the right

without the full support and engagement of its physicians. A third of

fit for Beaumont. He talked to anyone who would listen about the

the physicians have already enrolled in the course.

importance of the patient experience. He wanted to show fellow
physicians how a focus on excellent communication could improve
their careers and their patient outcomes.
Dr. Ibrahim offers his own experience as an example: “Before doing
this communication work, I knew practicing medicine was important,
but it felt like something was missing. I didn’t know if I was doing as
good a job as I could be. Now, there’s no question about it. Patients
consistently tell me, ‘Wow, thank you. No one has ever listened to me
that way.’”
He feels like he’s a better doctor and more efficient. “The first visit
takes about the same amount of time or a little longer than the way
I previously did things, but developing trust makes subsequent visits
so much easier.” Dr. Ibrahim recently became a Certified Patient
Experience Professional.
He notes that HCAHPS questions (Hospital Consumer Assessment
of Healthcare Providers and Systems) focus on how hospital staffs
communicate with people. The scores at Beaumont Troy are starting
to improve.

“Before doing this communication work, I knew
practicing medicine was important, but it felt like
something was missing. I didn’t know if I was doing
as good a job as I could be. Now, there’s no question
about it.
Dr. Lynch says of his own personal journey to provide excellent
care, “This four-hour Communication in Healthcare course took my
listening and communication skills to the next level. It was eye-
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Dr. Lynch notes that it takes time to change a culture: “I’m feeling
small, incremental changes. We expect our medical staff to behave
with respect, reflective listening, and patient-centered focus — and
we’re seeing that more.
“The message is that everyone needs to give this a try. We’re
working to make it mandatory for people to take the course to be
re-appointed to the medical staff. Once you get up and running,
everyone starts pushing, and it gets easier to push this boulder up
the hill.”
Dr. Ibrahim adds, “The value of this program is not that every
participant becomes markedly improved. We just need every person
to improve a little. When everyone learns the skills and improves a
little, the impact is great.”

