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Since the mid-1990s, Baird has 
helped healthcare organizations 
nationwide improve the patient 
experience and enhance 
organizational culture. Baird's 
culture assessment and diagnosis 
include experience mapping, 
medical mystery shopping, and 
focus groups to reveal the real 
customer experiences within your 
organization. Using your patients' 
experiences, Baird and her team 
prescribe critical next steps for 
improving patient satisfaction and 
HCAHPS scores. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

5-Star Rating Comes from 5-Star Leadership 
by Kristin Baird, RN, BSN, MHA 
 

In April, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) released the 5-
star rating system for patient satisfaction. It’s a simplified approach to 
reporting The Hospital Consumer Assessment of Healthcare Providers and 
Systems (HCAHPS) in a way that will, hopefully, be easier for the public to 
understand. The mandate is clear: healthcare consumers want an easy-to-
understand means of identifying the organizations and clinicians that provide 
the best care and service, which most healthcare organizations are committed 
to doing. 
 
Unfortunately, many healthcare organizations and providers are continuing to 
struggle to boost their scores despite intensive—and often costly—initiatives. 
What gives?  
 
Culture. Period. 
 
Nothing will drive patient satisfaction scores higher and sustain them with 
greater consistency than a strong, service-oriented culture—a culture 
committed to providing exceptional customer service experiences, every 
customer, every encounter, every day. But culture doesn’t just happen with 
the flip of a switch; culture is nurtured. And leaders must be the ones to 
nurture it. They must act as stewards of the culture.  
 
5-Star Leadership Drives 5-Star Ratings 
 

I wrote a blog post about this recently where I outlined the 5 P’s of building a 
5-star culture through 5-star leadership. Here, I want to expand on each of 
those 5 P’s with some specific examples of situations we’ve encountered in our 
work with hospitals around the country. Here’s what it takes to build a culture 
that will boost those scores: 
 
Priority 
 
Is a positive patient experience woven into the very fabric of your 
organization? Are goals and strategies to attain them embedded in your 
strategic plan? Is progress discussed regularly as part of meetings at every level 
of the organization? Are these initiatives aligned with other organizational 
initiatives of sitting in a silo? 
 
One organization we worked with had implemented dozens of best practice 
tactics, but something was missing: consistency. This organization had 
experienced so many starts and stops along the way to building a service-
oriented culture that nobody was taking it seriously anymore. You need to be 
committed, every day—and you need to be in it for the long haul. Once they 
started holding everyone accountable with non-negotiable consistency, change 
began to happen.  

http://baird-group.com/blog/want-a-5-start-rating-for-your-patient-experience-start-with-5-star-leadership-practices
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The other common problem is with misaligned incentives. We’ve had many 
realignment conversations in organizations that incentivize productivity but 
ignore patient satisfaction. When this occurs, the message is that volume 
trumps service. We use this opportunity to demonstrate that you must align 
incentives with priorities. Until you do, you perpetuate the myth that 
productivity and service are mutually exclusive. They’re not.  
 
People 
 
Healthcare is a service industry. Service industries are driven by people: people 
who have values and beliefs aligned with your organization’s values and 
beliefs. You need to identify those people during the hiring process, and then 
coach and train them on the standards and reinforce their great work 
throughout their tenure with you. Unfortunately, this doesn’t always occur. 
 
We worked with one organization that had established great standards—
exceptional standards in fact. The problem was that these standards didn’t 
apply to everyone. There were some “sacred cows” who got a free pass. What 
happens when an organization declares standards and then gives free passes? 
The standards become meaningless and the leaders lose credibility. The goal 
should be to hire, train, coach, and reinforce daily. And that means for 
everyone. When you do, you send the message that everyone is held to the 
same standard.      
 
Processes (with clear accountability) 
 
Processes that are in place and practiced consistently, including clear 
accountability for following those processes, can help ensure alignment and 
consistency. For instance, many hospitals have processes in place for rounding. 
However, I’ve encountered several situations where senior leaders tell me that 
rounding is expected but, when I get down to the department level, it’s clear 
that managers are interpreting this “expectation” as a “suggestion.” It’s not 
what you expect—but what you inspect—that gets done. Processes alone 
won’t cut it. You need accountability to ensure that processes are carried out 
consistently.  
 
Here’s an example that I often refer to as “the Olympic moment.” I had been 
working with an organization on a culture change journey and, throughout the 
process, encountered a very resistant, and often, very negative, nurse who 
kept referring to the journey as “the flavor of the month.” She was clearly 
jaded from her experiences with past efforts. But, despite her negativity, we 
persevered, and we made progress. She witnessed her manager making 
regular rounds and sharing service stories at every meeting (two of their key 
processes). About two years into the journey, she came to me and said, “This 
isn’t going away, is it?” I said, “No, it’s not going away. This is what the 
organization promises.” And the light bulb went on! This was the Olympic 
moment—the point when even some of your toughest critics climb on board. 
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Purpose 
 
Leaders set and communicate the vision. They build processes to ensure the 
hiring, training, and coaching of employees who share that vision. They 
develop and hold people accountable to processes designed to ensure 
exceptional patient encounters every time. But there’s something else they 
must do to build a sustainable culture of service—they must help every person 
in the organization clearly see his or her own personal connection to that 
purpose.  
 
What does that look like? Here’s an example. I was walking down the hall of a 
hospital one day and came across a painter who was painting the walls and 
touching up the trim. I stopped and said, “Oh, I didn’t know we were working 
on this section—so, what are you doing?” He looked at me and said, “I’m 
making this a place where patients choose to come for care, where employees 
want to work, and where physicians want to practice.” That was the hospital’s 
stated vision. He got it! He wasn’t just painting a wall; he was contributing to 
the vision.  
 
Passion 
 
The final P is passion. Nothing happens without it. You may have noticed that 
none of these leadership behaviors are focused on scores. That’s because 
exceptional patient experiences aren’t driven by scores—they’re driven by 
culture. Work on the culture, and the scores will follow. 
 
Demonstrate your passion for excellence every day, even when you don’t think 
anyone is looking. Someone is always looking. And, when they look, and see 
your passion, you’ve hooked them. Leaders need to show their passion and let 
others know that they’re expected to be passionate as well. Healthcare is a 
people business; it’s hard work, but it’s also special and extremely rewarding 
work.  
 
What are you doing, every day, to show your passion? Are you able to help 
others connect to purpose? Do you have service-enhancing processes in place? 
How are you ensuring that your people know what to do, how to do it, and 
want to do it? And, finally, are you aligning the stated priorities with the 
incentives, attention, and right actions?  
 
If you really want 5-star ratings, you need to be a 5-star leader. 
 
Phone communication is an essential part of the patient experience and is often the first part of 
the patient experience. In just seconds, your patients are deciding if you are friendly, 
knowledgeable, concerned, and willing to help. In fact, research shows that after just a 2-minute 
phone encounter, patients are clear about whether or not they would return to your organization 
or recommend it. Patients rely on phone encounters to make appointments and seek clinical 
advice. Other callers rely on phone encounters to gain vital information about a loved one. In 
both situations, it’s important that you create a positive, trust-building experience. To engage 
your staff in essential phone skills, look toward the tips and tools in You’ll Have Them at “Hello”: 
Phone skills that will WOW your callers every time. For only $199, you’ll receive the following: the 
video recording, presentation slides, a transcript of the recording, a participant guidebook, a 

https://bairdgroup.infusionsoft.com/app/storeFront/showProductDetail?productId=102
https://bairdgroup.infusionsoft.com/app/storeFront/showProductDetail?productId=102
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moderator guidebook, a quality assurance tool, and additional handouts! This session is also 
available as a live training workshop. 
 
To learn more about the Baird Model for Service Excellence, employee engagement or leadership 
development workshops, or to sign up for her FREE newsletter, write to info@baird-group.com. 
 

Copyright Use 
Want to use this article in your e-zine, newsletter, or on your Web site? You may, as long as you 
include the following statement:  
 Nurse, author, and consultant Kristin Baird, "Healthcare’s Customer Service Guru," is 
 the author of Raising the Bar on Service Excellence: The Health Care Leader’s Guide to 
 Putting Passion into Practice (Golden Lamp Press, 2008), Reclaiming the Passion: 
 Stories that Celebrate the Essence of Nursing (Golden Lamp Press, 2004), and 
 Customer Service In Healthcare: A Grassroots Approach to Creating a Culture of 
 Service Excellence (Jossey Bass, 2000). The Baird Group provides consulting, mystery 
 shopping, and training services for improving the patient experience. To learn more, 
 please visit http://baird-group.com or call 920-563-4684. 
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