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Introduction 
Once data are collected in an employee engagement survey, many high-performing organizations initiate 
work-unit-level action planning. Being transparent with the results, developing improvement initiatives and 
following through at the “local level” are important steps in successful action planning and, ultimately, in 
driving work-unit-level improvement. Press Ganey has created specific metrics, including tier levels, 
Action Planning Readiness (APR) scores and resilience scores, to foster effective dialogue and initiatives 
that will help work units succeed. When combined, these metrics provide individuals, teams and leaders 
at every level with an understanding of not only what kind of support is needed, but also where that 
support is needed. 

While work-unit-level action planning is essential, it may not be enough to achieve best-in-class 
performance. Top-performing organizations design and implement an organizational response in addition 
to work-unit-level activities that can take on a variety of forms. Leader rounding may be initiated, or 
pursued with the more intentional purpose of driving workforce engagement. Town hall meetings may be 
introduced or restructured. The frequency and quality of communication via huddles, team meetings, 
employee newsletters, surveys and other communication methods may be increased until it is clear that 
“every voice matters” to the organization. These efforts are strategic in their reach: They target and affect 
key metrics, HCAHPS ratings, financial performance and work units at every level—meaning that these 
changes could lead to an improvement in culture, performance and, ultimately, the quality of care 
provided to every patient. 

Within an organization, one of the most strategic processes is the talent management process, or talent 
life cycle process. Talent management is concerned with the processes used to attract, select, orient, 
assimilate, grow and retain talent for the organization. These are important processes in every 
organization and industry, but they are particularly vital in health care, where clinical expertise directly 
impacts the health and safety of patients. Even with a high-functioning talent management process and 
highly engaged workforce, health care organizations face challenging market forces that appear beyond 
their control. Compassion fatigue, burnout and nursing shortages are ongoing concerns, and directly 
impact engagement and patient experience. Changes in clinical and operational technologies, health care 
demand and payment options are making day-to-day management more complex and demanding more 
of employees. High-performing organizations do not sit idly by and let these force determine their future. 
They take action. 

Outlined below are best practices for using employee engagement survey data to augment, inform and 
amend existing talent management practices. 
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Attract Talent 
Recruitment is both an art and a science. Creating an appealing and emotionally resonant message 
about what makes your organization unique is an art—and is front and center in any conversation with a 
market where potential applicants reside. Whether that conversation occurs face-to-face, over the phone, 
on social media or in traditional advertising, the messaging that frames the conversation matters. The 
reputation of health care organizations is critical, which means organizations must invest time, energy 
and money to promote and bolster their reputation in the communities they serve. The promotion often 
has a dual focus: conveying that this is not only a great place to receive care, but also a great place to 
work. In promoting their reputation for excellence, many organizations lead with a message and image of 
their best self in order to attract as many skilled candidates as possible. Recruiting is a courtship, after all. 

Some organizations rely excessively, while others rely solely, on the art of the message; high-performing 
organizations, however, pay equal attention to the analytics driving the success of the message. These 
organizations understand the internal and external value of employee survey data, and they use it to not 
only celebrate and improve the engagement of their existing employees, but also to inform and shape the 
messaging to potential candidates. To explain why candidates would want to work at the organization, 
leadership may promote the fact that it is one of the top-performing hospitals nationwide for care 
coordination (HCAHPS scores), that its employees and managers work well together (high APR scores 
and a favorable APR distribution), and that the vast majority of its teams care about their work and are 
emotionally healthy (high tier levels). Beyond numbers, high-performing organizations also scour written 
comments to uncover, from multiple employees’ points of view, what their organization is doing right. 
These comments provide the texture, meaning and authenticity of multidimensional messaging that draws 
in the strongest pool of applicants. 

Select Talent 
Selecting the right person for the job is a crucial part of the talent management process. A good choice 
leads to a happy situation for everyone involved; a poor choice often represents a great deal of undesired 
paperwork. The selection process is dynamic because both parties are making evaluations. While the 
interviewer is assessing the candidate’s knowledge, skills, abilities and overall “fit,” the candidate is 
evaluating the role, environment, manager and team. If these evaluations are compatible, the hiring 
process continues to the next stage. 

Most organizations provide training on how to conduct an effective interview; high-performing 
organizations take things a step further. Organizational recruiters, interviewing managers, or teams (if 
peer interviewing is used) are able to articulate and reinforce the organization’s messaging. They are able 
to speak in specific terms about their culture, emphasizing the value of teamwork, for example, instead of 
simply saying that it’s a great place to work. Just as survey results can inform the organizational 
message, work-unit results can inform the messaging that frames the challenges, expectations and 
successes of the team that a candidate is looking to join. High-performing organizations do this effectively 
by getting work-unit-level engagement and performance scores into the hands of internal recruiters. 

Not every work unit can utilize this approach to its full advantage, particularly if the team counts more 
challenges than successes. Many leaders of challenged teams scoring in Tier 3 would likely prefer to 
avoid conversations about the challenges their team may be facing—but this is a mistake. Organizational 
studies have found that providing an unrealistically favorable impression of the work environment is the 
shortest path to voluntary turnover. Managers who are candid about what is working well and what is not 
working well (but is getting better) are more likely to have successful long-term hires who understand they 
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can be part of a team that will improve over time. In short, high-performing organizations do not simply 
train their recruiters and leaders on how to interview. They organize processes and are transparent with 
important information to ensure that “real” conversations are being conducted with candidates. 

Orient Talent 
Orientation is an exciting and dynamic time for any employee, regardless of their role. Press Ganey’s 
analysis of national engagement data, comprising more than 1 million health care workers, indicates that 
new hires are the most proud, most likely to recommend, most satisfied and most likely to stay with the 
organization as compared with all other health care employees (see the table “Mean Engagement Score 
by Tenure,” below). These data are not surprising. If someone is not excited to start their new job, it’s 
probably the wrong job—or the wrong hire. 

The organizational and work-unit-level orientation processes vary greatly across health care. Some 
organizations take a “nuts-and-bolts” approach, focusing on paperwork, compliance training and an 
introduction to the mission, vision and values of the organization. Other organizations take a “world-tour” 
approach, in which new hires are treated to a series of presentations from a cast that includes the CEO 
and the manager of employee wellness. There is no “right” way to conduct orientation, but the content 
can and should be viewed as an important opportunity to reinforce the narrative introduced in the Recruit 
and Select phases of the process. High-performing organizations provide a fuller context for their 
message in the orientation process, emphasizing the value of employee engagement and every voice by 
explaining that the annual survey is an opportunity for individuals to improve the organization—whether 
that improvement is focused on patient experience, safety, quality or the engagement of their own team. 

 

Mean Engagement Scores calculated using data from all Employee Engagement responses for 2014. 
Demographic categories with less than 500 responses are omitted. 
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Assimilate Talent 
Assimilation is defined as “the process of taking in and fully understanding information or ideas” or “the 
process of becoming more similar to something.” Within the context of a workforce, assimilation means 
new hires grow in their understanding of their role, who to collaborate with and how to fit in, accomplish 
their work and meet—or exceed—the expectations of their leader and colleagues. The length of the 
assimilation process depends on the position’s complexity and scope of responsibility. As job complexity 
and scope increase, so does the length of time needed to effectively assimilate a new hire into the role 
and the organization’s culture. 

Studies have shown that the cost of losing talent in the first year of employment is roughly 1.5 times the 
annual salary for front-line roles, and that this cost increases exponentially for executive-level roles. In 
order to protect their investment (or sunk costs for recruitment, orientation and onboarding, depending on 
one’s viewpoint), high-performing organizations take proactive steps to ensure effective assimilation of 
new hires. For executive and manager roles, an HR business partner reviews the most recent employee 
engagement survey results with them immediately following orientation. This review helps new leaders 
recognize and understand the expectations and challenges of their teams that fall within their scope of 
responsibility. This meeting also provides HR the opportunity to provide a status review on existing 
facility-level or work-unit action planning, and set expectations for how the organization uses and 
prioritizes employee feedback. Some leaders take full advantage of these meetings to try to understand 
where there may be targeted areas of improvement that they can address to get a quick, early win in their 
tenure with the team and organization.    

In addition to the assimilation of leaders and other employees, high-performing organizations segment 
their employee survey results by tenure in order to understand the unique issues and concerns of newer 
employees. Just as with their other employees, successful organizations analyze the results and 
comments of new hires to figure out what is and is not working within the organization and within work 
units. Some organizations go further, matching work-unit-level engagement outcome metrics to turnover 
rates in order to identify problem areas that could be improved to boost employee retention and tenure. 

Grow Talent 
Retention in health care is a significant challenge. Nursing turnover alone costs the health care industry 
approximately $17 billion annually. While many factors affect employee retention, Press Ganey has 
identified several characteristics of a high-performance culture linked to low rates of turnover and high 
scores in employee and physician engagement. According to Press Ganey’s report, Every Voice Matters: 
The Bottom Line on Employee and Physician Engagement, organizations in the top 10% of engagement 
share common characteristics, including employees and physicians who are confident in their job 
security, are given career development opportunities and believe their organization provides high-quality 
care and service. From the perspective of talent management, the data not only are compelling, but also 
point to a very specific set of requirements that an organization must provide in order to retain and grow 
its talented employees. 
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Characteristics of Top Performers 

Employee Engagement Physician Engagement 

Employees are satisfied with their job security Physicians believe the organization provides 
high-quality care and service 

Organizations treat employees with respect Physicians are satisfied with their job security 

Employees have confidence in senior 
management’s leadership 

Physicians report that work units in the 
organizations work well together 

Employees believe the organization provides 
high-quality care and service 

Physicians have the tools and resources they 
need to provide the best care and service 

Employees report the amount of job stress they 
feel is reasonable 

Physicians believe senior management actions 
support the organization’s mission and values 

Employees believe that the organization provides 
career development opportunities 

Physicians have confidence in senior 
management’s leadership 

 

To grow talent, high-performing organizations use a variety of reinforcing tactics led and sponsored by the 
executive team to fully leverage employee engagement data to their organizational advantage. 
Executives take an active role in sharing employee feedback and driving those results into action. 
Through their actions, the leadership team shapes the organization’s culture around the values of mutual 
respect, communication and trust. Dedicating resources to support organizational learning and growth 
drives the success of improvement initiatives, employee tenure and resilience scores, which reduces the 
costs of recruitment. The training and organizational development team reviews survey answers revolving 
around managerial skills such as communication skills, delegation, teamwork and coaching, and 
translates those outcomes into leadership development classes. Leaders are asked to help create the 
training content to ground “theoretical” practices into the reality of leading a team and shaping 
organizational culture, and leaders with lower scores are invited to attend. Instead of implementing one 
cookie-cutter approach, the curriculum flexes to meet the needs of the organization based on survey 
results.    

These best practices send two important messages. First, high-performing organizations balance analysis 
and action. They act but do not overreact. Reflecting on their results and taking action within 30 to 45 
days, these organizations prove engagement is not about the survey, but rather, about what is done with 
the survey. Second, high-performing organizations treat employee feedback as an opportunity for 
everyone to learn and take action. Leaders learn to adapt and adjust their style to better meet the needs 
of their teams. Employees identified as “High Potential” are invited to join task forces challenged to create 
organization-wide opportunities to foster engagement. The organization discovers its strengths and 
opportunities, according to its own employees, and translates them into actions that foster employee 
wellness and retention. When they are well-orchestrated, these tactics form a cohesive strategy for 
leveraging data to develop talent. 
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Retain Talent 
The unfortunate reality of the war for talent in health care is that patients and families suffer most. When 
organizations fail to retain talent, care is less likely to be well-coordinated and care teams are less 
effective. These preventable suboptimal outcomes make achieving reliable, safe, high-quality care a goal 
rather than a reality. 

High-performing organizations understand that even if they are performing well in key drivers such as 
employee engagement and retention, not everyone may be engaged or feeling valued. Top performers try 
to achieve a far-reaching perspective in order to understand their employees better as individuals. By 
segmenting their data into even more specific subcategories (by shift, role, generation, etc.), they can 
better identify the unique challenges and opportunities for each of these segments. Through this 
segmentation, an organization may discover that its night-shift employees are “at risk” because its 
improvement initiative had not addressed their concerns specifically. Armed with this knowledge, the 
organization is positioned to respond, to address concerns, to re-recruit these employees back to the 
organization, and move forward. 

Conclusion 
Employee engagement surveys provide a wealth of information about the state of an organization. This 
information is as valuable as the insight provided by safety, quality of care and patient experience data. 
And yet, too often, much of this wealth is not recognized or harnessed to drive action planning. 
Successful health care organizations understand the importance of this information in bolstering their 
talent management life cycle, which plays a key role in creating a culture that delivers positive patient 
experiences, high employee and physician engagement, and a higher quality of care. 

-- 

Author 
Matt Turner 
Engagement Advisor 
Press Ganey Associates, Inc. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Press Ganey is a leading provider of patient experience measurement, performance analytics and 
strategic advisory solutions for health care organizations across the continuum of care. Press Ganey is 
recognized as a pioneer and thought leader in patient experience measurement and performance 
improvement solutions serving more than 33,000 health care facilities. The company’s mission is to help 
health care organizations reduce patient suffering and enhance caregiver resilience to improve the safety, 
quality and experience of care. For more information, visit www.pressganey.com. 
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