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Begin and End with Listening

Col Gar S. Graham, 20MDG/CC, Shaw AFB

Inside the Magic Kingdom, written by Tom Connellan, is a customer service classic that lists seven keys to customer service success.  As a commander in three units over the past five years, I have found one key to be central: “Customers are best heard through many ears.”  What does that mean?  It means we must always utilize all of our sources and resources to effectively gather information on how things are going.  

Start with the obvious, those formal settings like the sometimes forgotten Health Consumer Advisory Council.  This forum can be an information outlet to simply fill the JCAHO square or it can become a valuable exchange.  The 20 MDG has simplified the meeting format to help listening and responding: one hour total.  During the first quarter the MDG provides information and answers IOUs, the next half-hour is used to surface and address questions, and the last quarter is used to summarize our newest IOUs.  IOUs are unanswered issues we are required to address first thing at the next meeting.  And who attends?  The folks who make things happen and have been our best partners --- shirts, chiefs, and unit health monitors meeting with commanders and functional experts from the MDG.  To help avoid medical myopia and long-winded explanations, we have taken to using a simple egg timer.  A response that requires more time is probably missing the point of the consumer.  

Frequent meetings augment this format with groups like supervisors, commander’s calls, wives’ clubs, and town meetings.  In these exchanges we learn what the customers truly value.  Remember, “The competition is anyone the customer compares you with” and as such it is not my conception of success as much as their perception of success.  It reminds us that answering the phone is not a medical function, and that success is not defined by our busy schedules as much as a prompt, friendly “Hello, how may I help you?”   As we listen to the customers’ responses we get back to the basics.  Namely “pay fantastic attention to detail” no matter how busy/distracting life seems to be.  Careful listening can help focus our efforts to fruitful issues that promote greater customer satisfaction, plus help relieve us of distractions.

On the other end of the spectrum of formal meetings is being a fly on the wall.  A vibrant exchange with your customers can quickly surface details needing attention.  My greatest opportunities to listen are when I am helping someone who appears lost find their way.  The scenario is common---someone is looking about, you ask to help, then as you walk them to their destination-- you shoot the breeze.  Suddenly, they are talking and you are learning --totally unscripted, immensely pertinent, and massively helpful.  Those details that are learned help a commander ensure “Everyone walks the talk” and “Everything walks the talk.”  As a commander realizes they are on duty 24/7, you soon become aware of the many opportunities to learn how things are going.  Every social function, formal event, battle staff meeting, or encounter across the base is a chance to listen, learn, and respond.

Between these formal meetings and spontaneous encounters is an open, easy to accept invitation for feedback.  Over a year ago, the 20 MDG created a telephone triage care line.  Care is more than just an appointment.  It involves a dialogue of receiving and responding to feedback.  We do that with a Commander’s Comment Line.  Dialing 895-CARE allows a caller to leave a message anytime.  When the comment line was first activated, feedback was 9-1 negative, now the majority of comments are positive.  In our age of instant communications, the comment line provides timely and accurate intelligence for improvements.  While I can say the timeliness has been a blessing, I suspect the ability of being able to vent instantly and not paying interest on frustrated feelings is also paying dividends for our patients and staff.

All in all, this active listening also reinforces the seventh key: “Everyone makes a difference”.  The days of passive healthcare disappeared with reruns of Marcus Welby.  Today we all have a role to play if we are to be successful.  The patient, their family, their supervisors, and the staff all must do their thing.  Which reminds me of a key point--to ensure it is clear, our “customers” include the patients, our staff members, other network workers, the line commanders and supervisors, and our sponsors, the taxpayers. 
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To meet these keys, it is important to always be seeking information.  The best source is active listening, not just with your ears, but full utilization of every sense and source of feedback you have available.  Effective listening to what is being said, and at times what is not said, is paramount in allowing you to use the precious time and energy you and your staff possess to achieve the greatest impact on our patients’ health while ultimately improving our Air Force Medical Service. 

Fabulous Brags & Small Wins!
12 MDG, Randolph AFB - Diagnostics & Therapeutics: Quarterly D&T Flight Commander's Call recognizes top performers, retrains Customer Service Basics, celebrates customer Kudograms (77 last quarter). Pharmacy:  Weekly meeting with providers improves communication -- streamlined drug process reduces or eliminates DNIFs -- added 8 PCs for staff -- electronic water meter prevents running short of kids' antibiotics -- funded National Certification for 3 techs -- junior officer, NCOs to national pharmacy convention -- installed Kudogram board, 35 last quarter -- work flowchart and redesign increased speed and capacity for PCO implementation -- 100% patient counseling -- waiting room redesigned to improve patient privacy -- 10 quarterly award winners last 2 quarters -- beautiful break room and workstations built from unneeded shelving -- National Pharmacy Week celebration encouraged patients to accept counseling -- Poison Prevention Week Celebration with balloons, patient handouts -- formulary placed on Internet -- med techs appointed to maintain drug stocks in patient care areas -- 100% reenlistment last 2 years -- assigned pharmacy tech to pediatric asthma education team -- pharmacy tech augmented radiology during manning shortage.  Lab: Reorganized, redecorated phlebotomy area to improve patient flow and satisfaction -- set up play area for waiting children -- nav student processing starts before their arrival, speeds return-to-duty -- lab tech augmented radiology during manning shortage -- 22 Kudograms last quarter.   Radiology:  Tech recognized for saving a life at BX -- 20 Kudograms last quarter.

437th MDG, Charleston AFB - Our Laboratory is now providing a new service for our patients. When a provider orders, stool occult blood testing on a patient, the patient reports to the lab and receives a sample collection envelope. This envelope contains everything needed to collect 3 samples, easy to follow instructions with diagrams, an information pamphlet explaining the importance of this test, and a self addressed, postage paid, bio-hazardous safe mailing envelope. The patient DOES NOT have to return to the clinic with the sample cards, they just mail them back to us. This saves the patient time, money, and a trip back to the clinic.  The Skunks here at Charleston took up a position at our clinics annual Health Fair and School Physicals Day.  We put together this really colorful and eye-catching booth with stickers and candy for the kids.  Our theme was Customer Satisfaction and the steps to achieve it.  We placed brochures on each of the strategies for a service revolution.  Each person that stopped by got a complete spill on our revolutionary ideas.  We knew we were getting our information across when a Customer Service Representative from across base came to collect information from us to use in her squadron.  WOW! What a great feeling!

354 MDG, Eielson AFB - In order to ensure compliance with AF fitness and mobility requirements, our MDOS Management Team realized we needed to communicate personnel status to each squadron commander using a concise tool.  We collated previously disjointed information and developed a "Consolidated Medical Information Report" which is sent monthly to each squadron commander, UFPM, UDM, and First Sgt in the wing.  This report details which personnel are due/overdue in the following categories:  Dental Class 3 & 4; medical profiles (initiation/length); PHA completion; and immunization status (projecting immunizations due within the next 45 days).  Though initiated in Mar 00, we are already seeing positive results in all categories.  In a recent IRRI, our wing received an Excellent rating with zero medical discrepancies.  We are also at or near the top in PACAF for PHA completion, Dental Class 1 and 2, and immunizations currency rates.  Our customers appreciate us going the extra mile to provide this report, and our wing is staying fit to fight.  POC is MSgt David O'Brien, david.obrien@354mdg.eielson.af.mil

8 MDG, Kunsan AB - Customer Service from the “Tip of the Spear”!  Colposcopy Program: This service was recently initiated our customers after analysis of the number of patients sent to the Army's hospital at Seoul for abnormal Pap smears and the associated TDY costs.  The findings resulted in purchase of colposcopy equipment for the Primary Care Clinic.  Besides the equipment, additional "costs" involved only the training of the Primary Care Clinic nurses and medical technicians in assisting the providers with this procedure and developing a medical group instruction for the procedure.  Family Practice physicians who were already credentialed to do this procedure staff this clinic. Implementation of this procedure has significantly increased provider professional satisfaction.  The equipment costs are projected to be more than offset during the first year by the decreased TDY costs.  In addition to decreased costs, the number of lost duty days for our base customers will also be significantly reduced. We are also planning to offer this referral service to nearby military facilities on peninsula.  Counseling Services Outreach Programs: The Counseling Services staff have finely tuned their outreach programs to meet the unique needs of a primarily active duty, young patient population that are unaccompanied at a remote base.  Their monthly education classes include stress management, healthy thinking, anger management, surviving divorce, marriage 101, family reunion, and an alcohol awareness seminar.  They also give weekly suicide awareness and alcohol awareness briefings during base in-processing.  Dorm Storm: As noted above, Dorm Storm is a community outreach program that brings no-nonsense education on sexually transmitted diseases and birth control to the base population, particularly the young active duty population, in a safe and nonjudgmental environment.  The presenters work with the squadrons' first sergeants and commanders to find the most appropriate times and places to bring this program to their troops.  The forum is small group discussion usually held in the common rooms of the dorms using a standard PowerPoint presentation and handouts.  Generally, two medical personnel have presented the briefings to the groups and facilitated the discussion.  These personnel have included nursing, medical, and public health staff.  Initial feedback on questionnaires indicates the program is a real hit with the customers. 

61 MDS, Los Angeles AFB - SeeMore is at work even in Hollywood!  This is but one small, yet huge success we achieved recently in the realm of data quality.  We started barely three months ago at  #70 in the Air Force in ADS accuracy.  Today, we are sitting at #5!  What did we do?  We put together a multidisciplinary team to take the process apart.  We revised the “bubble sheets” to customize with truly our top diagnoses.  We also implemented a new ADS/Data Quality Team, which monitors their clinic’s ADS to ensure the CHCS End-Of-Day Report matches the total number of ADS records.  With regards to booking appointments, we learned to join two slots instead of booking in two separate slots if the appointment necessitated a longer time than the 10-15 minute normal appointment.  This was a significant fix correcting approximately 5appointment booking errors per day.  We instituted a policy for our ADS/Data Quality team to insure all ADS forms were filled out, quality control checked, and scanned NLT 48 hours after the appointment.  We discovered a contract provider and our breast care nurse educator needed specific appropriate MEPRS codes and fixed that.  The combined effect has been outstanding and after testing KGADS in our Flight Medicine clinic, Optometry, Physical Exams section, pharmacy, Nutritional Medicine, we are ready to institute it in Mental Health and Primary Care.  Go team LA!

311 MDS, Brooks AFB - A group of highly talented skunks were spotted working diligently at the 311th Medical Squadron.  Our sources revealed a “kudogram” program was implemented in January of this year, in an effort to maintain clinic employees actively thinking about best ways to provide customer service.  Every time an employee provides an outstanding service, behavior, or performance to another staff member, a customer, or a patient, a “kudogram” is sent to one of the customer service professionals a.k.a. “skunks” for record keeping.  The employee holding the largest number of kudograms at the end of the month is publicly recognized.  WOW!  Not only that, but the winner gets the option of taking a day off from work, or a “VIP” parking spot for the entire month.  But, there is more.  An overwhelming number of kudograms, over 200, have been reported issued to clinic members during the first 4 months of this year.  Ladies and gentlemen, nothing can stop “The best little clinic in Texas” when it comes to customer service.  It is obvious the 311th Medical Squadron does not know limits when it comes to awarding clinic employees for their excellent customer service.  Not only do they have the monthly kudogram program in place, but also a Quarterly Skunk Award program where the best of the best in customer service is recognized once every three months.  Last month, the award was issued to, the one and only SSgt Haisshia Havens from Resource Management…More skunk related news to come on the next issue of “Skunk Tales”.  Until then, reporting to you from Brooks AFB, C’more Skunk.

6 MDG, MacDill AFB - Our Bioenvironmental Engineering (BEE) Flight conducted Phase I of the Quantitative Fit Test Program in only 2 months by providing on-the-spot customer service.  In these 2 short months, 100% of 6 ARW individuals assigned to a primary mobility position were fit-tested and issued their Nuclear Biological Chemical Gas mask.  The fit testing of over 1000 personnel was done primarily at the unit with the cooperation of the 6 SUPS and 6 CES/CEX organizations.  Usually, individuals are required to come to the Bio-Environmental building to conduct fit-testing, but to ensure units were able to operate with little interruption, the BEE Flight took the fit-testing operation to the customers.  This included the transportation and set-up of 5 Porta-Count Monitors, 5 lap top computers and at least 100 gas masks daily to ensure mission completion.  In addition, the fit-test program facilitated the complete inventory of all gas masks owned by the 6 ARW, which had never been done before.  The BEE Flight provided the customers with on-the-spot fit testing which resulted in the successful completion of the mission with minimal impact on 6 ARW operations.  Special recognition is warranted for the entire flight, but specifically for Mrs. Joanne Hersteck and 2Lt Zak Islam for their dedication to providing excellent customer service.

20 MDG, Shaw AFB - Members of the 20th Medical Group Optometry team have established a popular tradition of sending their patients a follow-up thank you email.  Major Arnold Huskins, Chief of Optometry came up with the idea saying, "This is a simple way for me and my staff to let our patients know how much we appreciate them selecting us as their health care provider."  The thank you note also provides an excellent opportunity to solicit feedback and is a very useful tool to highlight any unique circumstances that may have affected the appointment, such as the Frame of Choice program mentioned below.  Our optometry clinic now receives constant feedback from patients commenting on the excellent care they received and how special they felt after receiving the email.  Here is what's currently being sent out:

Thank You for allowing the Shaw AFB Optometry Clinic to meet your eye care needs!  We regret that you had to wait so long to be seen after making your appointment, but I hope you realize your wait was due to the popularity of the Frame of Choice program, which has created a great demand for our services.

Nonetheless, SSgt Charles, Amn Biron, Student Doctor Ingham, and myself hope you were happy with the care you received.  If anything did not meet your expectations, if you have comments regarding our services or questions about your ocular health, please contact me at 895-6581.  I will do my best to make things better or promptly answer your questions.

Again, thank you for allowing us to serve you!

Sincerely...Dr. Huskins



Other News You Can Use!
30 MDG, Vandenberg AFB - SSgt Tiwany Heard, NCOIC of the Records Department, came up with a fantastic tool to help generate some interest in finding "Crazymakers" to eliminate.  This short, very eye-catching, PowerPoint presentation can be found on the Skunkworks web site (http://sg-www.satx.disa.mil/cstf/index.htm) in the Tools section.

New PMT web site - What gets measured, it is said, gets managed, and that is what the AFMS Performance Measurement Tool is about. The PMT sets forth performance metrics as an essential step in the Air Force Surgeon General's efforts to promote continuous process improvement throughout the Air Force Medical Service. The idea is to measure success in the operation of the 79 Air Force medical treatment facilities that can be used to establish baselines - or "benchmarks" - for continuous process improvement within the organization. The new web site (http://pmt.tma.osd.mil) has greatly expanded capabilities to display, compare, and drill down to important information.

AFMS Customer Satisfaction Priorities and Basics Trifolds - Many organizations are starting to ask how to get more Priorities and Basics Trifolds.  The best way to get a new supply of the Trifolds is to contact your MAJCOM Customer Satisfaction Coach:

ACC - Col John Watkins

AETC - Col Lewis Leib

AFMC - Col Kathy Reynolds

AFRC - CMSgt Brenda Barrington

AFSPC/USAFA - CMSgt Randy Redding

AMC - Lt Col Stu Cowles

ANG - Capt Alberta Collins

PACAF - Maj Alan Reid

USAFE - Col Joyce Park

MD Consult - the first product for the AFMS Virtual Library, is now available for use.  MD Consult contains the full text of 35 medical textbooks and 45 journals. It also has clinical practice guidelines and patient education information.  The web site is password protected.  To apply for a password, go to http://afmskc.satx.disa.mil and request library membership.  A password will be emailed to you.  Once you have the password, you can use it from home or any internet connection.  
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The 101 Days of Summer are upon us!  Remember that our customers need the same attention and care that safety does during this season.  SeeMore is counting on every one of you to keep Skunk Tales stocked with brags and stories of Putting Customers First, Empowering Staff, Eliminating Barriers and Crazymakers, and Reinforcing the Basics!

Published by the AFMS Customer Satisfaction Task Force to tell stories of and promote the AFMS customer service revolution.  Send ‘subscription’ information (rank, name, unit, base, and e-mail) or items to publish to MSgt Scott McBride at mcbride.scott@mdg.fairchild.af.mil








