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Leadership Strategies for Building an Ethical Environment and Culture
PowerPoint presentation for this call:

 
In the day-to-day scramble to run a hospital system, attention to ethics can be lost among many competing priorities. However, the cost of not investing in an ethical environment and culture can be high, as the wait time controversy made apparent. There are many leaders in VA who have succeeded in creating a strong ethical culture, scoring above the VA average on the IntegratedEthics® (IE) Staff Survey and performing comparable to external benchmarks. To learn what behaviors, activities, and processes these successful leaders use to create a positive perception of ethics at their facility, NCEHC conducted a series of semi-structured interviews with leaders and staff at 12 of these facilities. Their responses and insights are summarized in this Action Kit. Dr. Sherrie Hans from Sigma Health Consulting who lead the interview project will be sharing the results of these interviews and her thoughts on the findings.
The full report is available at: http://vaww.ethics.va.gov/docs/integratedethics/el_interview_report_final_071715.pdf
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VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION

Background

IE has been fully implemented > 7 years



Since 2008,  EL training has been part of new supervisor training and VISN LEAD


EL training has been completed > 10,000



Facilities must complete the IE Facility Workbook each year, including the EL 



The IESS was administered in 2008, 2010, 2012, and 2014 

The 2013 IE Handbook clarified that the facility director was responsible for supporting ethics, establishing an ethical tone at the top of the organization, being a champion and engaging the entire leadership team in establishing an ethical environment and culture







Leaders should be familiar with IE, understand their role as the ethical leader, and be motivated to create a positive environment and culture. 
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VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION

EL Concepts Not Uniformly Applied

Fewer than 15% of field EL projects each year are high quality

Consistent reports from IE field staff of limited leadership engagement

Highly variable findings for IESS survey across facilities

Consistently rank below benchmark institutions on IESS 

High profile lapses and significant “culture issues” seen in VHA
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However, Some Facilities Performed Well
What is the Secret to their Success?

Study Purpose

Identify the actions and behaviors of leaders at successful sites that contribute to a positive ethics environment and culture

Unearth promising practices that may not fit squarely in the EL Compass Point model



Did Not

Identify behaviors at low performing sites

Compare behaviors of leaders at low performing sites to high performers

Examine behaviors in VHACO
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What behavior do you most equate with ethical leadership?

Being fair

Talking about values

Being Transparent

Listening

Poll #1
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Influence of EL Practices on Facility Rating as Ethical
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– Leaders should know about IE, understand their role, and have some motivation to be an ethical leader
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What EL Compass Point Questions Did We Ask?

Describe your strategies for communicating that ethics is a priority at this facility 

How important are mechanisms that allow staff to bring ethical concerns to your attention

How do you ensure that ethical concerns raised by staff are addressed and how do you close the loop with staff 

Tell me about your expectations for ethical behavior by staff 

Can you share your perspective on the relevant importance of transparency when making ethics related decisions and how you might manage transparency in the VA environment? 

Please tell me about your overall involvement with IE 
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What Additional EL Concepts Did We Explore?

What actions have you taken to build a community of leaders and staff engaged and responsible for the success of IE and specifically the success of Ethical Leadership? 

What mechanisms do you use to ensure new hires and transfers have Ethical Leadership competencies?

Tell me about the role of leadership in ensuring staff are treated fairly. What does fairness mean to you and how do you ensure it? Does it include resource allocation? How do you ensure RA is fair? Does it include rewards and status to staff? Do you have a system for allocating rewards fairly? Is a systematic approach to fairness in recruitment, retention, advancement, and retirement important? How do you ensure it?
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Facilities with Top Scores on Ethical Organization Question
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Also looked at complexity, geographic distribution, leadership stability, IE performance, and IG reports
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A	B	C	D	E	F	G	H	I	J	K	L	M	N	O	P	Q	R	S	T	U	V	W	X	7.59	7.59	7.55	7.53	7.43	7.3	7.27	7.25	7.24	7.22	7.21	7.19	7.15	7.15	7.07	7.05	7.02	6.96	6.95	6.93	6.92	6.91	6.9	6.89	Key Findings of EL Interview Project
How Many Do You Do?

Yes, and… successful facility directors deployed nine or more kinds of activities to support a positive ethics environment and culture and in most cases named more than one activity in many categories





There is no silver bullet. There is no one thing. It is a combination of things, it is a leadership process and it is continuous.



Director Timothy Liezert, FACHE
Orlando VAMC 
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Successful Facilities Worked at 3 Levels on Ethics 

Personal action and time investment by the facility director

A strong and active IE program

Systems and processes that support ethical leadership concepts (e.g. fairness and transparency)





Successful leaders are highly engaged, have an explicit strategy, and invest personally in executing that strategy
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Key Findings (continued)

Many strategies are lifted straight from the Ethical Leadership Compass Points

Demonstrate ethics is a priority (make ethics visible; reward ethical practice)

Encourage discussion of ethical concerns (Listen, listen, listen)

Follow up on ethical concerns

Communicate clear expectations for ethical practice (make a first impression; sweat the small stuff;  but don’t sweat the numbers)

Practice ethical decision making 

Support your local ethics program

Some strategies are not as emphasized in the compass points, although noted in the EL Primer

Be accessible to build trust (see and be seen) 

Be fair (sweat the small stuff; transparency in decisions)

Lead through values (vision that speaks to values)

Coaching and mentoring ethics competencies in supervisory leaders (build an army)
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Town Hall meetings with regular time reserved to discuss ethics and values

Regular ethics features in newsletters or an ethics newsletter with articles by leaders 

Daily messages, screen savers, and email blasts from leaders to demonstrate ethics is important

Strategic planning that incorporates ethics to demonstrate its importance



My role as executive leader is to set the tone for organizational ethics; we expect ethics and integrity behavior from staff…my job is to define that culture and push it out across the institution.

Director Keith Sullivan, FACHE
Chalmers P. Wylie
VA Ambulatory Care Center

 



Makes Ethics Visible…Even if You Don’t Call it Ethics 
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Invest in interacting with staff and seek input

See and Be Seen 

Rounding to build rapport with staff

Observing the work firsthand

Spending time in units watching and talking with staff and Veterans 

Listen, Listen, Listen 

Invite input:  Hold the director’s leadership meeting in an open forum and invite staff to attend and ask questions; elicit questions prior to town hall meetings and answer those questions in that public forum; hold structured discussion groups; open up meetings for discussion; use quick cards; engage large numbers of staff to represent their units on IE committees; advertise the ethics consult service and invite questions

Hold regular lunches or breakfasts for staff to talk with the director

Hold regular office hours for staff to talk with the director

Schedule periodic focus groups, led by the director, to surface staff concerns

Deploy feedback cards to elicit staff opinions

Establish suggestion boxes including email, web-based and physical boxes 

13





VETERANS HEALTH ADMINISTRATION

Follow Up on Ethical Concerns 

Use tracking mechanisms to follow up on ethical concerns: electronic patient incident reporting systems; SharePoint action log; MESS boards (methods, equipment, staff, and supplies) that roll up from unit, to service, to the whole facility

Assign follow-up to an individual, a function, office or committee

Close the loop on every personnel issue and disciplinary action with those who raised the issue 
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Hold open decision making meetings and allow auditing

Post minutes, publish and talk about the results of meetings

Give feedback to requesters to help them understand why their proposal was not supported and help them improve

Rotate membership on decision making committees to ensure all services can participate over time

Include union partners in decision making committees

Discuss hiring decisions openly 

Transparency is key. Resource allocation (space, time people, equipment) decisions have to make sense. Fairness must be addressed head on … Give an explanation for why a particular decision is made. Explain your thinking. All of the minutes from the meetings are available to staff...

Director Keith Sullivan, FACHE
Chalmers P. Wylie 
VA Ambulatory Care Center



Transparency 
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Use appreciation awards to reinforce the behavior you want

Give public shout outs to reward behavior

Say thank you publicly and personally 

I get a lot of traction from positive stories of ethical behavior that I tell over and over again. I pick small stuff but tie the story back to ethics and doing the right thing. 

Director Darwin G. Goodspeed, FACHE
Sioux Falls VA HCS

 



Recognize and Reward Ethical Behavior 
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More Findings…

You Don’t Get a Second Chance to Make a First Impression 

Build an Army 

Sweat the Small Stuff 

But Don’t Sweat the Numbers 

Use an Ethical Decision Making Process 

Support Your Ethics Program 
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It is really important that you have these two tracks: talking and communicating about aspects of ethics all the time in your interactions with facility leaders and staff; and that you have a strong IE program that is using structured mechanisms to get out the messages, hold public forums, elicit and follow up on ethical concerns, recognize and reward right practice. 



Director Deborah Amdur, MSW
 White River Junction VAMC 
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Vision that speaks to values

See and be seen

Listen, listen, listen

Follow up on ethical concerns

Transparency

Recognize & reward ethical behavior

First impressions

Build an Army

Sweat the small stuff / accountability

But don’t sweat the numbers

Use an ethical decision making process

Support your ethics program

How many activities occur at your facility?

None

1-2

3-5

6-8

9 or more

Poll #2
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Ethical Leadership Goal

All facility directors in VHA are engaged, effective ethical leaders
(All VHACO leaders are engaged, effective ethical leaders)



Pre-requisites

Leader believes ethical leadership is an important leadership skill (attitude)

Leader believes the culture of an organization can be changed by them(attitude macro / micro)

Leader is motivated to take action (attitude)

Leader knows what actions and behaviors are associated with a positive perspective of ethics by staff (knowledge)

Leader can implement these actions and behaviors (skill)
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Tools and training in NCEHC has largely focused on knowledge and skill 
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Continuous Learning

Reinforce concepts 

Checklists, discussions, on-the-job training

Encourage

Feedback, coaching, 360, peer support groups

Reward

Recognition awards, performance awards, acknowledgement 

Monitor

Performance metrics, survey, workbook, quick cards, observational studies (OIG)
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