Communications Are Essential in The Health Care Arena

The days of health care services being
a private affair are as gone as the days
when towns had three attorneys and six
ice cream parlors. In those days, one’s
trusted physician or health care provider
and especially the quality of the services
rendered was largely considered above
scrutiny and discussion distaste-
ful. These days, the health care
industry is one of the most regu-
lated, litigated, and debated ele-
ments in the service industry.
How did public perception
change 50 drastically?
Staggering court sanctions
against providers, highly publi-
cized medical mistakes, the pub-
lic’s ongoing fascination with
sensational stories, increased
unionization of health care
workers, the public’s predisposi-
tion to distrust for-profit health
care providers and HMOs, and
enhanced regulatory oversight have all
contributed to this shift. These dynamics
coupled with a perception of arrogance,
profiteering and secrecy by health care
providers not surprisingly have led the
industry to where if is today—one high-
ly sensitive to public perception.

The Importance of the Message:
When it comes to hospitals, pharmacies
and nursing homes, a facility’s credibili-
ty largely determines its market share
and viability. To succeed in today’s com-
petitive marketplace, the delivery of
quality, compassionate care is essential.
But that alone is not encugh.
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Developing the organization's corporate
values and vision, properly delivering
that message to a variety of internal and
external audiences, communicating the
difference between you and the competi-
tion, and positioning yourself to effec-
tively respond when things go awry will
be the ultimate determinant of
long-term success.

Strategic Communication:
How well a health care provider
responds to issues—and how the
public perceives the response—
helps determine a facility’s repu-
tation, continued referrals, future
admission, the scope of govern-
ment investigations, the facility’s
susceptibility to lawsuits, even
employee recruitment and reten-
tion. There should be a commu-
nications plan for an organiza-
tion. First, review the corporate
vision; second, write the message reflec-
tive of that vision; third, develop the
communications campaign strategy;
fourth, the message is delivered by a
trained spokesperson; and fifth, assess
and evaluate the success of the commu-
nications campaign.

Prior to a cxisis:

Have a communications plan devel-
oped by a professional.

Designate and have a irained internal
spokesperson or uiilize outside exper-
tise. Develop the corporate message of
caring, professional health care delivery.
Consistently communicate the quality-
of-care message infernally and external-

ly. Review all corporate communiqués
{Web sites, invoices, memos, policy man-
ual, advertisements, forms, etc.) for mes-
sage consistency. Promote the positive or
“hitchhike” on refated positive news sto-
ries to develop credibility and public
awareness.

Crisis Communication: Crisis com-
munications occur in the response to real
or perceived abuse, neglect or exploita-
tion of patients or services. Recall recent
health-related headlines: incorrect labo-
ratory results; diluting
pharmaceuticals; deaths
from overheating in nurs-
ing home; maggots in
patients; suspicious deaths
possibly linked to staff; and the list goes
on and on.

During a crisis:

* Develop a crisis communication
team that includes the CEO and a media
trained-spokesperson.

* Be compassionate.

* Review the facts.

¢ Develop the foundation of the mes-
sage and conirol the dialogue.

* Decide on the appropriate
spokesperson.

* Deliver a targeted and truthful mes-
sage.

* Be sensitive to the public’s shifting
perception of the issue.

» Evaluate the organization’s vulnera-
bilities during and after the crisis.

As important as knowing what to do
in a crisis is knowing what rot to do. Do
not:

* Say “no comment.”

* Throw your hand up in front of the
camera, chances are the tape is already
rolling. It is too tempting as visual
footage on television.

+ Be caught off guard—have your cri-
sis communication team in place.

» Have the wrong spokesperson
deliver the message. In some instances,
the CEO delivers the most credible state-
ment and at other times it is important to
insulate the CEQ or organization and uti-
lize an cutside spokesper-
son.
+ Fail to publicly show
compassion.

¢ Believe that the com-
pany is too big or credible to suffer in the
public eye. Recall the Red Cross
tundraising debacle after 9/11?

»Think you will have plenty of fime to
respond once the crisis hits.

* Lie.

At a minimum, every health care
organization should have a crisis com-
munication plan in place and a media-
trained staff or external spokesperson.
As I tell my health care clients, while if
is impossible to plan the timing of a crisis,
it is possible te plan the handling of a cri-
Sis.
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“Let me think it over.”
“Call me next month.”
“Our budget is spent.”

ts doctors like trauma surgeon Michack
Metzler, MDD, who put the “care” in

University of Missouri Health Care. Because
when you put state-of-the-art technology in
the hands of grear doctors, the results can be
phenomenal,

As medical director of the Frank L. Micchell, MD,
Trauma Program, Dr. Meezder and his colleagues
provide the highest level of care for trauma '
paticnts in mid-Missouri,

Dr. Metzler and his ream in the trauma center

provide excellent care for patients by coupling |
expertise and expetience with the latest technology, ©
such: as digital X-ray and zoom CT scanners. This:
technology allows Dr. Mewler and his colleagues
to diagnose and treat patients more quickly—w
every second counts,

Feel like you're running in circles?

Traditional s2ies traming teaches
techniques on how to eliminate stalls
znd objections. Some are fancy sales
moves while others are programmed
responses, Seling is a conversation,
and you can memarize every possible
response for every sifuation, but the

prospect has usually heard them before
and has been turned off by some fancy
sales move. When you reafly think
about it, the only person qualified to
address the ¢bjection is the prospect.
Ask the night questions, and you will
ghminate Stalls & Objections.
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Dr. Metzler is just one example of the physicia
and staff members who provide extraordinary |
care at University of Missouri Health Care..
the care you deserve from the tean you trust.

University of Missouri
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The care you deserve from the teanm you trust,
www.muhealth.ong
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