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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. 
 

 
 
 
 

  

Accountability Isn’t Optional 
by Kristin Baird, RN, BSN, MHA 
 
The difference between mediocre organizations and top performers are not the goals 
they set, but rather the accountability for achieving goals. As we work with 
organizations to help them improve the patient experience, we find that lack of 
accountability is the thing most likely to impede progress. If you want to demonstrate 
that being a patient centered organization is a top priority, much of the work is pretty 
straightforward. It usually involves the following: 

 Setting clear, specific goals 
 Communicating goals and progress on a regular basis 
 Providing tools and processes to help staff achieve the goals 
 Holding everyone accountable for results 

Most organizations do well on the first three. But, it’s the accountability piece that can 
cause the service initiative to die a swift and tragic death. 

Consider this unfortunately common example: Your organization establishes goals for 
patient satisfaction results based on a benchmarked survey. This allows you to 
compare your results with local and national peer groups. You communicate specific 
survey goals and emphasize that any results falling below a certain level will need to be 
addressed within a pre-determined timeframe, or some sanction will occur. You then 
train everyone on specific standards of behavior that should ensure consistency in the 
patient experience at every touch point in the organization. Then you begin measuring. 
You begin reviewing results. And you begin seeing that some results aren’t meeting 
those previously established thresholds. What happens next? 

Often nothing. 

It’s not uncommon for us to hear tales of lack of accountability throughout the 
organizations we work with – at least in the initial assessment. Interviews and focus 
groups with healthcare employees often reveal that it’s the lack of accountability that 
hinders the organization in making positive and sustainable change in the patient 
experience. Staff share stories of individuals who clearly do not live up to the 
standards, yet remain gainfully employed. They share examples of departments that 
have never taken steps to make improvements yet their leaders are not called on the 
carpet. The employees are keenly aware of this lack of accountability. In fact, they talk 
about it with each other. The upshot is a loss of credibility among the leaders who 
don’t take action.  

Administrators know of these shortcomings as well. In fact, when we meet with them, 
9 out of 10 times they will tell us that accountability is their greatest challenge. It’s not 
the planning. It’s not the goal setting. It’s not even the communication. It’s consistently 
and visibly holding everyone in the organization accountable to the established goals 
that drag them down. The dilemma is that leaders want to empower not babysit. And 
yet, if they don’t demonstrate vigilance, low performers will continue to fly under the 
radar but not unnoticed by their peers.  
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While we know this instinctively, accountability is often the hardest thing about 
leadership. We fall back on our seemingly innate tendency to ignore, delay or look the 
other way when it comes to addressing the lack of alignment between our stated goals 
and objectives and the actual behaviors that occur within our organizations. As 
leaders, we erode our own credibility when we fail to hold people accountable for 
actions and results. The same applies when we fail to recognize great work. Consider 
these questions: 

 If I’m doing great work and consistently exceeding patient expectations, but 
nobody ever acknowledges the work I’m doing, how likely am I to continue in 
my efforts? 

 If I’m not doing great work and consistently not meeting patient expectations, 
but nobody ever talks to me about my actions, how likely is it that I will 
continue along the same path? 

We all know the answers, yet too often we persist in overlooking both the positive and 
the negative events that are shaping our organizations’ cultures. Lack of accountability 
causes exceptional employees to become disengaged or leave. Yet the marginally 
engaged employees stay, perpetuating mediocre service to patients.  

Healthcare leaders must step up to the plate to improve accountability if they want to 
create and sustain a patient-centered culture. Accountability starts and ends with you! 
How do you rate in the accountability area? The first step: diagnosing whether you 
suffer from the accountability failure disease. Here are four questions to do just that: 

1) Do you meet with your team members regularly to discuss goals and tactics 
for achieving goals? 

2) When you observe, or hear about an employee that has gone above and 
beyond to exceed patient expectations, do you acknowledge that employee’s 
actions on the spot?  

3) When you observe, or hear about an employee, that has failed to meet 
customer service standards, do you address that employee’s behavior? 

4) Do you regularly make rounds and talk with employees about service goals? 

This is a pass/fail assessment. If you said “no,” to even one of these questions, you 
have an accountability deficiency. The good news is – you can do something about it. 
Turning the corner on accountability is as easy as walking around, observing and 
commenting on what you see. When people see you showing up in their departments 
and taking an interest in what they are doing to achieve the goals, you send a strong 
message that service is a priority not just lip service. And that you will hold everyone 
accountable. 

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 
moderator guidebook, a quality assurance tool, and additional handouts! This session is also 

https://bairdgroup.infusionsoft.com/app/storeFront/showProductDetail?productId=102
https://bairdgroup.infusionsoft.com/app/storeFront/showProductDetail?productId=102
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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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