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Once data are collected in a cultural survey, emphasis quickly shifts to designing and implementing 
improvement strategies. Although it can be tempting for organizations to adopt a “cookie-cutter” 
approach, those that take the time to understand front-line opportunities and tailor support accordingly will 
be more effective in shaping and sustaining their organizational culture. 

Press Ganey’s 2016 report, Rules of Engagement: Assessing and Addressing Employee Engagement 
and Readiness for Change, highlights the value of using work unit metrics (as opposed to a global “one-
size-fits-all” perspective) to guide improvement efforts. To expand on the value of a unit-based 
improvement approach, this paper will outline a framework for combining data, local knowledge and unit 
context to strategically triage and support work units. By considering these points ahead of change 
efforts, organizations can outline strategies, draft improvement plans and align resources to achieve the 
greatest impact on employee engagement. In order to best drive unit-level improvement, leaders should 
consider the following concepts as they develop their support plans: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Evaluate Leader Buy-In for Improvement Actions 
One of the first steps that should be taken in initiating improvement efforts is to evaluate unit leader buy-in 
and determine whether any of the leaders may be resistant to the improvement process. Ideally all 
leaders would be champions of cultural improvement actions, but occasionally there are leaders who 
haven’t connected with the vision of engagement or the value of acting on unit data. This may be because 
of failed historical efforts, a lack of understanding the benefits of investments in engagement, or other 
experiences. In these cases, unit leaders set the tone for all actions taken within their units. As such, 
leader buy-in is necessary to effectively drive team efforts.  

Often, senior leaders, with knowledge of local circumstances and historical efforts, have an idea of which 
managers and supervisors within their organization may not be fully committed to engagement concepts. 
For these staff, cultural improvement is part of a longer path that may include some detours into 
leadership coaching, education on the value of improving engagement, and other methods of 
development. In the meantime, these managers and supervisors can better understand and foster 
positive concepts, such as recognition, to the immediate benefit of their units. Focusing on recognition 
instead of more involved action planning may seem like a “better-than-nothing” approach, but being 
realistic about where leaders are in their journey can help channel development where needed and open 
doors for more connected efforts in the future. Once these leaders are developed to the point where they 
are advocates for cultural change efforts, they will be able to join their peers in fully supporting 
organizational efforts. 

Fortunately, most leaders in health care understand and value the impact that a highly engaged team of 
caregivers can bring to their work. In these cases, the stage is well-set for more sophisticated 
improvement strategies. 

Evaluate leader buy-in for improvement actions

Understand unit-focused support metrics

Outline unit context and history

Define a triage and support strategy

http://www.pressganey.com/resources/white-papers/rules-of-engagement
http://www.pressganey.com/resources/white-papers/rules-of-engagement
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Understand Unit-Focused Support Metrics 
After evaluating which leaders may need foundational support to fully integrate into improvement efforts, it 
is important to understand the key metrics that indicate the level of support frontline teams will need in 
order to be successful. These metrics include the following: 

 Tier Designation 
 Action Planning Readiness (APR) 
 Resilience 

 
Tier designations are based on national drivers of engagement, and help illustrate the obstacles, 
challenges and support needed at each work-unit level. 

Tier 1 units typically have the fewest obstacles to driving engagement and have less need for formal 
action planning and support. The goal for these groups is generally to maintain excellence, celebrate 
success and harvest best practices and mentorship opportunities for the benefit of the broader 
organization. 

Tier 2 units may be experiencing some obstacles to driving engagement, but they are usually equipped to 
work through those challenges within their teams through intentional improvement efforts. Depending on 
the types of obstacles these groups are experiencing, they may conduct more traditional self-guided 
action planning, or relationship-strengthening activities between managers and team members. 

Tier 3 units are the groups with the most significant challenges, and they often require strategic 
organizational support. These groups benefit from closer leadership involvement, strategic internal or 
external support, guided action planning and reporting efforts, and investments in manager development. 
When organizational support resources are limited, these are often the groups with the greatest need for 
external help. 

Action Planning Readiness (APR) scores are another way organizations can pinpoint improvement 
opportunities in work units. While tier designations indicate a unit’s or individual’s level of engagement, 
APR scores help identify which unit managers and units are ready and able to begin the action-planning 
process. The APR metric is derived from survey items that measure crucial components of manager-
employee relationships, including mutual respect, communication and trust. Essentially, APR scores help 
organizations understand whether or not units have the collaborative relationship foundations needed for 
developing solutions to work-unit issues. 

Units with high APR scores have strong manager-employee relationships and are positioned to move 
forward successfully with their improvement initiatives. These may include maintaining high scores, 
documenting best practices and developing improvement efforts to share with other units. 

Units with moderate APR scores may be missing some key elements of successful manager-employee 
relationships. They may move forward with their improvement plans and discussions, but strengthening 
the core relationship of the units would dismantle any barriers to effective action planning.  

Units with low APR scores typically have strained manager-employee relationships and will likely 
experience significant challenges if they try to engage in action planning or improvement discussions. 
These groups may need to engage in relationship-strengthening activities prior to other activities, and 
they often require third-party support to build these relationships as well as leadership competencies.  



 

© 2018 Press Ganey Associates, Inc.            

Resilience is another unit-focused metric that acts as an early warning sign for groups that are at risk of 
burnout. Resilience scores assist organizations in determining which groups may need support both at 
and away from work. Resilience is comprised of two major components: activation and decompression. 
Activation is centered on the ability to connect one’s work with meaning and a sense of purpose, and the 
ability to treat patients as individuals. Decompression is centered on the ability to disconnect—to free 
one’s mind from work stresses and enjoy personal time. 

Imagine units with high resilience as having a strong shield that helps them weather the day-to-day 
challenges of working in health care, and units with low resilience as having nothing to shield them from 
stress, burnout and fatigue. Low resilience is also a breeding ground for potential safety and quality 
errors. Similar to groups with low APR scores, groups with low resilience scores are less likely to be able 
to engage in traditional action planning, and they benefit most from efforts to build resilience before 
addressing additional challenges. 

Outline Unit Context and History 
After evaluating leader buy-in and understanding the key metrics of APR, resilience and tiers, the final 
step in building a strategic approach to work-unit support is to take the time to outline work-unit context 
and history for low-scoring groups. Organizational leaders play a critical role in building the context that 
may illuminate why a group scored poorly on the unit-focused metrics. Consider a Tier 3 unit that may 
have recently gone through a particularly difficult situation or a leadership change. Knowing a unit’s 
context and history, organizational leaders can determine whether a group needs a high level of action 
planning or simply more time and encouragement to work through new challenges. This strategy can be 
useful for gathering positive organizational messages, but it will likely be most helpful for investigating 
work units with lower scores on the key unit metrics. 

To build the contextual stories for low-performing units, organizational leaders should ask questions that 
help with support triage. Examples of such questions may include: 

 What is the history of this group? 
 Has there been a change in leadership? 

– Has this leader had success historically with other teams? 
 Has this group consistently scored low? 

 What is the context of this group? 
 Are there managerial skill/experience gaps? 

– Especially for internal promotions from previously non-managerial roles 
 Does the group leader have the information needed to speak to organizational issues 

effectively? 
 Are there material/environmental barriers for this group? 
 Are there new or unique challenges for this group? 

 Are these results surprising? 
 Is there a mismatch between scores and what leaders know about this group? 

 
Depending on the answers to these questions, different solutions may be warranted, but proceeding with 
an improvement strategy without considering the context and history of struggling units dramatically limits 
the efficacy of engagement efforts. 
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Define a Triage and Support Strategy 
Once the preceding concepts are addressed, the stage is set for organizations to define a strategy that 
dictates how to intentionally and methodically triage support for work units. For the purposes of both 
solidifying conceptual plans and determining what support mechanisms or resources may need to be 
bolstered, it can be helpful to follow a decision tree model for unit support triage. The benefit of this format 
is that it outlines the relative priorities and different paths for dealing with the various unit-focused metrics. 

 

Example decision tree for unit triage and tailored support 

 

Although some of these branches may overlap in live situations, the decision tree allows leaders to track 
a logical course for support based on the metrics and context of a work unit. The following scenarios 
illustrate how the concepts outlined here can be applied to various circumstances. 

 
Scenario #1 

 
A manager of a unit generally values the idea that engagement and culture matter and has 
participated in organizational efforts in the past. When survey results are available, this 
manager’s work unit attains Tier 2 with high Action Planning Readiness. This group also has high 
scores for resilience. 

Action/Support Plan: This group is likely able to engage in traditional action planning in order to 
solve work unit problems. 
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Scenario #2 
 

A manager of a unit generally values the idea that engagement and culture matter and typically 
supports organizational requests around initiatives. When survey results are available, this 
manager’s work unit attains Tier 3 with high Action Planning Readiness. This group also has high 
scores for resilience. Evaluation of context and history (important triage questions) indicate that 
this is a group with new leadership with no notable history of high or low performance. 

Action/Support Plan: This group has some significant obstacles and will likely benefit from action 
planning with structured oversight, routine follow-up and reporting with leadership. 

While considering a unit triage and support strategy, organizations may determine that they need to 
invest in resources and external help to be successful, but starting out with a plan that considers both 
survey metrics and the unique dynamics within work units creates a structure where organizations are 
primed for success.  
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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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