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THE CULTURE OF CUSTOMER SERVICE

Veterans have served our country through their military service, and are doing it again by allowing trainees to learn their profession by practicing on them.  We ask and expect that all trainees treat our veterans with the care and respect they deserve.

VA has devoted a great deal of time and effort to ensure that all employees focus on the needs of the patients.  This is true in the three branches of VA.  VHA does not have a purpose for existence without the veterans who are our patients.  Employees and trainees must remember this principle every time they come into contact with our patients.  

The following sections detail some general principles that must guide every VHA employee and trainee behavior.  Most of these concepts follow common sense, and reflect the way most people would like to be treated.  These ideas should be easy to understand and observe.  We expect trainees to follow these principles in every interaction they have with veterans throughout their training.  However, trainees will be well served to learn these principles well and apply them every time they have contact with a patient throughout the rest of their career.

Included are these issues:

1. Core Values

2. Customer Service Standards

3. Health Care Service Standards

VHA CORE VALUES

The culture of customer service is founded on these VHA core values:   

Trust 
Trust means having a high degree of confidence in the honesty, integrity, reliability and sincere good intent of those with whom we work, the services that we provide, and the system that we are part of. Trust is the basis for the caregiver-patient relationship and is fundamental to all that we do in healthcare. 

Respect 
Respect means honoring and holding in high regard the dignity and worth of our patients and their families, our co-workers, and the system we are part of. It means relating to each other and providing services in a manner that demonstrates an understanding of and a sensitivity and concern for each person’s individuality and importance.

Commitment 

Commitment means dedication and a promise to work hard to do all that we can to provide service to our co-workers and our patients that is in accordance with the highest principles and ethics governing the conduct of the healthcare professions and public service. It is a pledge to assume personal responsibility for our individual and collective actions.

Compassion 

Compassion means demonstrating empathy and caring in all that we say and do. It means sharing in the emotions and feelings of our co-workers, our patients and their families, and all others with whom we are involved. 

Excellence 

Excellence means being exceptionally good and of the highest quality. It means being the most competent and the finest in everything we do. It also means continually improving what we do. 

For additional information, this website is recommended:  

http://vaww.va.gov/vhaethics/resources_8.cfm
CUSTOMER SERVICE STANDARDS

The five core values of VHA are reflected in the way all employees and trainees work together as an interdisciplinary team to recognize and care for each patient.  These values translate into actions through standards all employees and trainees are expected to uphold: VHA employees and trainees respect and support patient rights as outlined in the attached national document. 

VA treatment team members are expected to act as first line patient advocates assuring that these rights are provided for each patient and that problems or complaints are addressed. 
· We will treat you with courtesy and dignity. You can expect to be treated as the 1st class citizen that you are.

· We will provide you with timely access to health care. We post local timeliness standards, keep track of how well they have been met and make continuous improvements to meet your needs. 

· One health care team will be in charge of your care. You can expect to know whom to contact when you need help or have a problem.

· We will involve you in decisions about your care. Your preferences will be met whenever possible and medically appropriate. We will listen to your concerns and discuss them with you.

· We will strive to meet your physical comfort needs. This includes managing your pain, maintaining your privacy and helping you with eating and bathing when you are hospitalized. We will also ensure proper facilities for veterans with special needs. 

· We will provide support to meet your emotional needs. We will encourage you to share any anxieties and fears you may have about your condition or treatment. We will be sensitive to your feelings and help you to deal with your health care experience. 

· We will take responsibility for coordination of your care. Many patients need to see more than one health care professional. We will work together and with you to develop a clear plan of care. If you need a specialist, one will be provided. 

· We will strive to provide information and education about your health care and answer your questions in a way that you understand.

· We will provide opportunities to involve your family in your care if you wish for them to be involved.

· We will provide smooth transition between your inpatient and outpatient care. You can expect to understand what medicines you are to take, what danger signals to watch for, and what activity level you can have after discharge. You can expect to know whom to contact if you need help or advice right away, and when your follow-up appointment is scheduled. 

Additional information may be obtained at http://www.va.gov/customer/vha.asp
VHA HEALTH CARE SERVICE STANDARDS

VHA’s mission is to provide patient-centered health care that is equal or better than medical care available in the non-VA sector.   It is essential that veterans view VHA  (the people and its facilities), as the best place for health care and that they make VHA their preferred health care provider. 

To accomplish this objective, VHA has worked very hard to understand our patients.  Many veterans have been interviewed, their responses used to set priorities for service.  From these veterans’ statements, a number of defined customer service standards have been created.

The following Customer Care Standards reflect VHA’s Core Values and provide direction to staff, trainees and others to ensure that the highest quality care and services are made available to our veterans, and, by extension, their families and/or significant others.   

We are committed to provide the following to our patients.

· Access: 

We will provide veterans with timely access to health care. 

· Coordination: 

We will take responsibility for coordination of each patient’s health care. 

· Continuity: 

One health care team will be in charge of a patient’s care. 

· Courtesy: 

We will treat every veteran with courtesy and dignity. 

· Education: 

We will strive to provide information and education about each patient’s health care in a manner that the patient can understand. 

· Emotional Support: 

We will provide support to meet the veteran’s emotional needs. 

· Involvement of Family and Friends: 

We will provide opportunities to involve the patient’s family when appropriate. 

· Physical Comfort: 

We will strive to meet each patient’s physical comfort needs. 

· Patient Preferences: 

We will ensure that the patient is involved with his/her care decisions. 

· Transition: 

We will provide smooth transition between the patient’s inpatient and outpatient care. 

· Pharmacy: 

We will provide the veterans with timely and appropriate Pharmacy Service.

· Specialist Care: 

We will coordinate all specialist care in a timely manner.

Additional information is available at:

http://vaww.oqp.med.va.gov/oqp_services/veterans_satisfaction/pol_regs.asp
VETERANS SATISFACTION

A number of satisfaction surveys are mailed to samples of veterans on an annual basis. The Ambulatory Care Survey is administered twice each year.  Inpatient and outpatient reports for each VISN, facility and specialty are available online.  

Continuous work on customer service is laborious, but satisfying work.  Survey findings in 2002 show that VA has achieved a significant improvement in service both in the inpatient and outpatient areas.  As a result of this work, a national survey of customer satisfaction shows VHA scores to be at least 10 points higher than those obtained by the private sector. 

Still, this is an ongoing task that requires continuous attention.  Each facility has issues to work on, different at each site.  Long Beach VAMC must continue to improve the impression our veterans have of this medical center.  We must also help our patients better understand their illnesses and how to care for them.  More information can be obtained at:  

http://vaww.oqp.med.va.gov/oqp_services/performance_measurement/shep.html
ABOUT OUR PATIENTS

Nationwide, the number of patients cared for by the VHA has increased from 2.9 million in 1995 to 4.1 million in 2001.   Forty-five percent of the patients are over 65 years of age, 74 percent have an income of $25,000 or less, and 31 percent do not have any health insurance. 

All our patients have had military experience and may have been exposed to unique health risks that have affected their health status.  Knowing the patient’s military service history helps establish rapport and a working partnership with the patient.  It also helps trainees better understand their health needs.   The ACOS for Education, or the Education coordinator will provide a Pocket Card designed specifically for trainees. 

Military Service History: Questions to Ask

As is true with all patients, the clinical interview must be geared to the special needs of the patient.  Individuals who have served in the military may have been exposed to unique risks that do not affect the general population.  They may also have survived some unique experiences that must be investigated to fully understand the patient’s condition.  Trainees need to explore these areas of concern.  The following questions may help trainees focus on these special topics:

· Tell me about your military experience.

· What did you do?

· When and where did you serve?

· Did you see combat, enemy fire, or casualties?

· Were you wounded or hospitalized?

· How did your military experience affect you?

· Where you a prisoner of war? 

· Did you participate in any experimental projects?

· Do you have a service-connected condition?

Issues of Special Concern in Veterans Health

As the military history is obtained, it is also important to recall that military personnel are vulnerable to conditions that are not common to the general population.  Trainees need to recall these diagnoses and situations:  

· Hepatitis C Virus

· Pain as the Fifth Vital Sign

· Homelessness

· Sexual Harassment and Trauma

· PTSD (Post Traumatic Stress Disorder

· WWII: Infectious diseases, wounds, exposure to nuclear wastes

· Korea: Cold injury 

· Cold War: Nuclear testing

· Vietnam: Exposure to Agent Orange, infectious diseases

· Gulf War: Exposure to smoke, chemical or biological agents

For more information on the above topics, visit the VA Trainee Pocket Card website 

http ://www.va.gov/oaa/pocketcard/default.asp or the Veterans Health Initiative website

 http://www.va.gov/vhi/
Additional information on the 10 topics of the Veterans Health Initiative may be obtained from the Library, and from this website:  http://www.va.gov/vhi/
PATIENT EDUCATION

Patient education is an important component of customer service and patient care. Information provided to patients needs to be clear and understandable to the patient. Patients may need to be asked to repeat back to you in his/her own words the information just provided, to verify that the patient perceived your message correctly. 

In most VA facilities there is a Patient Education Coordinator and/or Patient Education Center. Patients also have access to a wealth of health information via the Internet. Health care providers may also use these sites to obtain patient education material suitable for patients:

http://www.consumer.gov/health.htm  ;  http://medlineplus.gov  ;

http://www.health-evet.va.gov/healthinfo/HealthGateBeWell.asp
Other available product include:  Krames on Demand and Healthwise.  Your patient education coordinator can help you learn about these resources, so you can better utilize them.

ETHICS IN HEALTH CARE

VHA is committed to the highest ethical standards for health care.  This commitment is reflected in support for programs dedicated to ethics both at national and local levels.  VHA has created the largest integrated medical ethics network in the nation. 

The National Center for Ethics in Health Care is VHA’s primary office for addressing the complex ethical issues that arise in patient care, health care management, and research. The Center provides ethics consultation and technical assistance, offers information products and educational programs, issues reports through the National Ethics Committee, develops and interprets national policy, and creates tools to evaluate ethics programs and practices.   Additional information may be obtained at http://vaww.va.gov/vhaethics/
Ethics in Patient Care

Ethics in patient care is the main thrust of the National Ethics Committee.  In addition, there are local groups that support this aspect of patient care.  Significant support may be obtained from the local Ethics Advisory Committee.  These multidisciplinary groups are part of the medical staff governance system, and are charged with a number of duties, including (a) ethics consultations on direct patient care, (b) education of staff and patients, and  (c) policy development at the local level. 

(Insert facility specific information here)

Organizational policies related to ethical issues include the following:

· Eligibility for Care

· Informed Consent

· Protection of Human Subjects

· Do Not Resuscitate

· Organ Donation

· Patient Abuse

· Advance Directives

· Confidentiality

· Conflict of Interest

(Insert facility specific references for each of the above)

Standards of Ethical Conduct

In addition to patient centered activities, there are principles that apply to employee and trainee behavior.  Patients seek heath care at a time of vulnerability and need.  They place their hopes and their lives in the providers’ hands.  It is essential that all staff and trainees involved in patient care understand the significance of the responsibility attached to the privilege of taking care of people’s health and their lives.  

VHA employees and trainees have the additional fiduciary responsibility of their role as government employees.  VA has identified principles that apply to every employee/trainee and form the basis for the standards of ethical behavior:

· Public service is a public trust, requiring employees to place loyalty to the Constitution, the laws and ethical principles above private gain. 

· Employees shall:

· Put forth honest effort in the performance of their duties.

· Act impartially and not give preferential treatment to any private organization or individual.

· Protect and conserve Federal property and shall not use it for other than authorized activities.

· Disclose waste, fraud, abuse, and corruption to appropriate employees.

· Satisfy in good faith their obligation as citizens, including all just financial obligations, especially Federal, State, or local taxes, imposed by law.

· Adhere to all laws and regulations that provide equal opportunity for all Americans regardless of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, or handicap.

· Endeavor to avoid any actions creating the appearance that they are violating the law or the ethical standards set forth in this document. 

· Employees shall not:

· Hold financial interests that conflict with the conscientious performance of duty.

· Engage in financial transactions using nonpublic Government information or allow the improper use of such information to further any private interest. 

· Except as permitted, solicit or accept any gift or other item of monetary value from any person or entity seeking official action from, doing business with, or conducting activities regulated by the employee’s agency, or whose interests may be substantially affected by the performance or nonperformance of the employee’s duties.

· Knowingly make unauthorized commitments or promises of any kind purporting to bind the Government.

· Use public office for private gain.

· Engage in outside employment or activities, including seeking employment, that conflict with official Government duties and responsibilities

Additional information may be obtained at:  http://vaww.gc.va.gov/ethics/contents.htm.  

Select Standards of Ethical Conduct under Manuals and Training Materials

THE IHI INITIATIVE

Nearly a decade ago, The Institute for HealthCare Improvement (IHI) was created for the purpose of looking at health care systems and improving their function.  IHI is a not-for-profit organization led by Donald Berwick, MD, MPP, as a natural step following his efforts in defining patient-centered Performance Improvement. 

IHI concentrates on the application of performance improvement principles and methods to everyday work.  A number of collaborative efforts have been deployed that amass the experience and talents of various types of health care systems in search of the best methods to provide health care today.  Examples of these collaborative initiatives include:  critical care, primary care, workforce development, and patient safety.  In these areas, IHI strives to identify factors essential for success, strategies for change, and methods of measurement.

VHA is collaborating with IHI in the improvement of Primary Care programs and services.  As this initiative progresses, focus may change from one to another area of concern.  Examples of areas of significance include:  Providing best access to care, identifying and decreasing waits (it takes a long time to see the patient), identifying and decreasing delays (it takes a long time to get an appointment), defining optimal panel size for providers, and optimal space allocation for best patient flow.  

While Primary Care is the main focus at this time, undoubtedly VHA will continue to partner in finding the best way to provide health care and serve our veterans.

Additional information may be obtained at http://www.ihi.org.

THE INTERNAL CUSTOMERS

Much work is constantly done concerning identification and improvement of service to external customers (our patients and other individuals).  It is essential that trainees remember that the same attention must be placed on supporting each other within the system.  VHA is a large net, and it is only as good as its weakest link.  Staff and trainees must view the system as a cooperative setting, where all members must assist each other in the final goal of taking care of the patient.  All principles previously defined for our external customers must also be observed for our internal customers.

Discrimination

DVA does not tolerate discrimination against an employee on the basis of race, age, sex, national origin, color, physical or mental handicap, sexual orientation.  In addition, VHA has created Special Emphasis programs to support employees in identified minorities, including:  Women, Asian/Pacific Islanders, Hispanic, Native American, Persons with Disabilities and Blacks.

Each facility has an Office of Equal Employment Opportunity, with an identified officer who assists employees who believe they suffer from discrimination, or reprisal for having participated in protected EEO activity.  EEO staff will confidentially discuss concerns and explore possible avenues for resolution, through traditional and alternative dispute resolution techniques.   

These guidelines protect employees and trainees, as well as the people trainees and employees come in contact with.  Trainees are encouraged to identify situations of possible discriminatory action, and to know the name and phone number of the local EEO Officer. 

Sexual Harassment

Sexual Harassment is a form of discrimination.  DVA does not tolerate sexual harassment in the workplace.  Engaging in this misconduct may result in termination of training at any VA site.

Unwanted, unwelcome, or unsolicited sexual conduct imposed on a person who regards it as offensive or undesirable, defines sexual harassment.  When the person receiving these advances communicates that the conduct is unwelcome, the action becomes illegal. 

Sexual harassment includes repeated and deliberate unwanted sexual advances, requests for sexual favors and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature when such conduct has the purpose or effect of unreasonable interference with an individual’s work performance or creating an intimidating, hostile, or offensive working environment.  Sexual jokes and remarks with sexual innuendo can also be a form of sexual harassment and are not acceptable in a professional work environment. The key word in defining sexual harassment is unwelcome. 

Sexual harassment may occur in the interaction with a patient.  If a trainee initiates this action, it is considered patient abuse and subject to discipline and immediate termination of training at the VA site.

Emphasis is usually made on trainees not subjecting others to sexual harassment.  However, it is also very important to note that this situation is reciprocal. Trainees are protected from sexual harassment from employees and from patients.  

Trainees who believe that comments, gestures, or actions of a VA employee, patient or training supervisor constitute sexual harassment should communicate to that person that such behavior is unwelcome.  Any trainee who believes he or she has been sexually harassed or who witnesses this type of behavior, has a responsibility to report it immediately to a supervisor.  The supervisor is responsible to initiate an immediate investigation to determine the validity of the complaint and bring it to the EEO Officer.

Conflict Resolution

Any time an employee or trainee wishes to pursue a discrimination complaint, they will be offered mediation.  

Mediation is a non-adversarial form of dispute management that looks at resolutions both parties can live with.  It is voluntary, confidential, informal and flexible.  Trained neutral third party individuals known as “Mediators” facilitate communication and help people in conflict find a mutually acceptable resolution to all or part of their dispute.  Mediators carefully explore the relevant issues in dispute and the parties’ underlying interests, needs and priorities. They are not decision-makers and do not resolve the dispute; the parties control the issues and any decision-making outcome. Any party participating in mediation has a right to representation by legal counsel, union representative or other advocate. All rights to access other administrative grievance processes are preserved.

Mediators simply guide the parties through the process.  The Office of Resolution Management (ORM) leads this process, and all facilities have access to a trained mediator.   Employees can always go to ORM directly without contacting the EEO Office, through a toll-free number:  1-888-737-3361.  Hearing impaired trainees may contact them at 1-888-626-9008 (TDD).  

