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Introduction 

Do the words Òcustomer serviceÓ and Òpatient satisfactionÓ make your muscles tighten or your 
brow furrow? It would not be surprising. TodayÕs leaders at the ED Manager and higher level 
grapple each day with how to improve satisfaction, while the ED staff see requests for Òimproved 
satisfactionÓ as yet another demand on their energy and time in a difficult working environment. 
 
Like it or not, the fact remains that customer satisfaction is importantÑ tight muscles and bent 
brows aside. Customer service is one of several components reflecting health care quality in 
hospitals and ambulatory settings. It also correlates with other important outcomes, such as 
better medical compliance, reduced medical legal risk and willingness to return for further 
services. Because it is so important, improving customer service must be a strategic priority if 
you are to remain on the cutting edge. 
 
In this Brief, I highlight ten ways to enhance customer service in your emergency department or 
urgent care setting. The reality is that emergency departments are stressful and challenging 
places to work. There are no magic bullets here, but you will significantly increase the chance of 
success for your customer service initiatives by considering each of these ways to enhance 
service.  

1.  Differentiate between patient satisfaction and customer service. 

Are they patients or customers? This distinction, often overlooked, is critical to understand. At the 
extreme, the individual who is not breathing or who is in shock is mainly a patient, while the 
person who has had a runny nose for a week is mostly a customer. Dr. Thom Mayer, author of 
Leadership for Great Customer Service, summarizes this very well: the more horizontal they are, 
the more they are patients; the more vertical they are, the more they are customers. The simple 
reality is that almost every individual who comes into the ED for care is a blend of both, requiring 
separate clinical and customer service diagnoses. You will create a better service environment 
for staff and patients when you help staff to appreciate this reality.   
 

2. Understand who your “customers” are.   

Most ED staff and leaders, when thinking about how to improve customer service in the 
emergency care setting, tend to focus on the patientÑ the recipient of the emergency services. 
This patient-centric focus is important, but itÕs not enough. The service focus must extend 
explicitly to everyone related to that patientÕs care, including family members, ED staff, consulting 
physicians and ancillary service providers. And actually, to create an environment that ultimately 
enhances patient satisfaction, itÕs as important to involve housekeeping, radiology and laboratory 
personnel in customer service initiatives as it is to involve frontline staff.  
 



 

 

3. Let staf f know what’s in i t for them.              

A customer service initiative is almost always launched by someone in a leadership position, 
either the ED manager or another more senior executive. Its success, however, is contingent 
upon changes in the behavior of physicians, nurses and other frontline ED staff. While the 
importance of customer service may seem obvious to you, itÕs not as obvious to those working 
busy shiftsÑ they often have other stresses and priorities. For real, sustained change, itÕs up to 
youÑ to leadershipÑ to figure out how improved customer service and patient satisfaction will 
help those on the frontline, and then to articulate those benefits clearly.  
 
Improving patient satisfaction really does create a better working environment for ED staff. The 
emergency department becomes a more pleasant place to work. Patients donÕt complain as 
much so staff is less stressed. Communication is more civil, even enjoyable. You can give staff 
more authority to say ÒyesÓ which, sometimes, even leads to people rediscovering joy in their 
work. And since improved communication is a cornerstone of risk reduction, improved patient 
satisfaction also reduces medical legal risk for both individuals and the institution. 
 

4. Make the customer service diagnosis.  

Every patient has both a clinical diagnosis and a customer service diagnosis. Let me explain. 
Most of us who work in emergency department settings like to work with seriously ill or injured 
patients. We work in emergency departments to make a difference. When seriously ill or injured 
patients come to an ED, they expect great clinical care. Most departments deliver on that 
expectation. 
 
Most patients, however, are not seriously ill or injured. As such, while they still come in with the 
same expectation for great clinical care, they are also more sensitive to customer service issues. 
Often, theyÕre simply looking for reassurance or for a simple solution to a complex or chronic 
problem. Communication that demonstrates listening, caring and compassion often goes a long 
way towards meeting those unstated needs. You can dramatically improve patient satisfaction by 
helping ED staff understand unstated needs and by sharing with them methods for addressing 
both clinical and customer service diagnoses.  
 

5. Define moments of truth. 

Moments of truth are where the rubber meets the road in your department. Positive or negative 
experiences for the patient and family, moments of truth occur in just seconds. But they just donÕt 
happen; theyÕre created, consciously or unconsciously, by staff during an emergency 
department encounter. ItÕs critical to appreciate that perceptions of a moment of truth are 
equivalent to a patientÕs overall perception of your facility--which can be good news or bad news.  
 
A positive moment of truth might happen when doing something as simple as getting a blanket 
for a patient; getting that same blanket with a poor attitude turns it into a negative moment. 
Creating positive moments and minimizing negative ones is challenging in a busy ED 
environment, and it's even more challenging to sustain this customer-focused environment over 
time. Some ways in which you can support this process include having those in leadership 
positions consistently model appropriate interactions, rewarding those who receive compliments, 
and creating scripts for some of the more common difficult encounters.  Also, when hiring new 
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staff, focus on individuals with attitudes and temperament naturally suited to positive moments of 
truth. ItÕs easier to teach required knowledge and skills than it is to teach a positive attitude. 
 

6. Define quality from the patient ’s perspective. 

How does a patient or family member know theyÕre receiving high quality medical care? Usually, 
they donÕt know. Instead, their experiences and interactions with staff serve as a proxy for 
assessing quality. This perception of the quality of care is formed from the minute they enter the 
department. ItÕs formed through what they see, hear, and perhaps even smell, which is why it is 
imperative to focus on shaping the environment and the communication that takes place. 
 
Patients and families generally enter health care facilities expecting high quality medical care. If 
your institution is going to distinguish itself, patients will need to sense something more than just 
excellent medical care. In simplest terms, they need to experience a sense of compassion, 
caring and connection. Such an environment generally happens when ED staff understands the 
ED experience from the patientÕs perspective, and then translates that understanding into 
specific interactions that demonstrate it. Leadership can help foster this environment by modeling 
appropriate interactions and by regularly discussing how experiences in the ED are perceived 
from the patientsÕ perspective. In many departments, more significant cultural change is often 
needed to meet this challenging objective. 
 

7. Train the trainable.   

In any department, some staff seem to genuinely enjoy connecting with patients and serving as 
their advocates. These are the stars. Other staff seem reasonably helpful, although less engaged 
in creating a truly welcoming environment. Through discussion and training, these individuals can 
learn to significantly improve their contribution to patient satisfaction. Some staff, however, 
simply ÒdonÕt get it.Ó They seem neutral at best, abrasive and unwelcoming at worst. Although 
these behaviors are often tolerated for long periods of time, they are poison to the department. It 
is essential to help these individuals change their customer focus for the better, or to help them 
find other, perhaps more fulfilling, lines of work. 
 

8. Keep confidential i ty behind closed cur tains. 

HIPAA provisions regulate what we must do to protect patient privacy. The reality, however, is 
that space constraints make compliance very challenging for many emergency departments. 
Although regulatory compliance is important, on a practical level any improvement that helps 
maintain patient confidentiality in a busy department is worthy of consideration. Privacy concerns 
start the moment the patient arrives in triage. Others in the department should not be able to 
overhear the chief complaint and ensuing discussion. Ideally, registration takes place at the 
bedside; but, if not, the registration area is physically configured for privacy. Rooms with curtains 
are notorious for their lack of privacy. Even more challenging are the hallway stretchers, which 
offer virtually no isolation. If your department frequently uses hallways as ED space, consider, at 
a minimum, creating curtained areas in the hallways and increasing staff sensitivity to attendant 
privacy concerns.  Patients and families appreciate your extra efforts at maintaining their privacy, 
thus enhancing satisfaction. 
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9. Know what to do when things head south. 

Implementing the suggestions above should result in improved customer satisfaction and 
decreased patient complaints. Sometimes, however, despite staffÕs best efforts, a moment of 
truth turns into a moment of despairÑ which is why itÕs very helpful to arm staff with options for 
what to do when a patient encounter starts turning sour.  
 
Pre-planned scripts work well for this purpose. The goal of scripts is to help staff discover what it 
is that the patient needs at that moment. Frequently, itÕs nothing more than to be heard and 
understood. An essential starting point is to train staff to 1) recognize south-heading moments, 
and 2) gently help patients or family members articulate what they need. It is also important to 
teach staff to recognize when their interaction with a patient is no longer helping, and to empower 
them to shift that encounter to another staff member. The key is that this training has to become 
automatic so the scripts and options Òkick inÓ reflexively in the heat of a difficult encounter.  
  

10.  Measure the impact of customer service efforts.  

A variety of metrics are available today to assess patient satisfaction in the emergency 
department; the Press-Ganey survey is one such widely used tool. No matter which tool you 
choose, itÕs essential to develop or use some benchmark to know if you are succeeding in 
meeting your departmental satisfaction goals. 
 
For metrics to be useful, you must, as a starting point, define specific objectives for your 
customer service initiatives. If youÕre using a pre-defined tool, such as the Press-Ganey survey, it 
is critical to decide whether the parameters measured are useful toward meeting your objectives. 
If not, then it becomes important to develop an alternative or additional tool to assess how your 
measures are or are not improving over time. Remember, however, that enhancing customer 
service often requires a change in departmental culture. Focusing on metrics and ignoring the 
need for changes in underlying attitudes and beliefs, which drive behavior, will not result in the 
improvements you desire.  
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion 

Customer service continues to be an area of great controversy in the emergency department. 
Initiatives are implemented for different reasons, ranging from larger institutional demands to a 
true desire to focus on specific improvements in service. Customer service is not often an explicit 
part of departmental strategy, resulting in a lack of clarity and focus. Since any patient 
satisfaction initiative takes significant resources- both financial and human- it is important to be 
very clear about what it is you want to accomplish and the metrics you will use to know whether 
you are succeeding. 
 
Please contact me if you have questions, comments or concerns related to your specific 
emergency department or practice. I would be glad to discuss your particular situation with you.  
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To keep up-to-date on whatÕs new in emergency care, or to learn more about  
enhancing emergency services, sign up for our complimentary eNewsletter,  

Spotlight on Emergency Care, at www.petrackconsulting.com. 
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Petrack Consult ing is dedicated to he lp ing phys ic ian and hospital leadersh ip 
bring excellence to emergency serv ices.  We work col laborat ively with you to 
ful ly  understand your goals and object ives,  and address programmatic init iat ives 
with measurable outcomes. Our focused background in emergency medic ine, 
administ rat ive medicine and organizat ional development al lows us to create 
uniquely e ffect ive solut ions for enhancing emergency services.  
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