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As health care organizations 
take on accountable care and 
fi xed-dollar reimbursements, 

boards are realizing the importance 
of physician engagement and align-
ment. Achieving performance goals, 
improving quality, safety and re-
source utilization in care, and in-
creasing patient satisfaction all aff ect 
fi nancial viability. Physicians are cru-
cial to each of these eff orts. 

To foster physician alignment, 
hospitals and systems have imple-
mented a variety of strategies, includ-
ing adopting best-practice guidelines 
and protocols, and standardized or-
ders; providing aggressive case man-
agement intervention; implementing 
computer-assisted alerts and remind-

Meeting the Physician’s Needs
Boards can improve engagement through 
support, recognition and education

By Alan H. Rosenstein, M.D.

feature physicians

SNAPSHOT
Physicians are frustrated and over-
whelmed by the changes in care 
delivery. To support them and 
build engagement, boards and 
executives need to provide guid-
ance and support at all levels of a 
physician’s career. 
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physicians

ers; and, in some cases, employing or 
contracting only with preferred pro-
viders. All these strategies contribute 
to success, but barriers to physician 
engagement and alignment still exist. 
Are hospitals going about this in the 
wrong way? 

Most of these eff orts focus on tell-
ing physicians what to do, how to do 
it, the metrics they need to meet, and 
the penalties for not achieving the de-
sired goals. Some physicians may go 
with the fl ow, but others may express 
concerns about what they perceive 
as a shift in attention from quality 
of care to fi nance and productivity. 

Th ey resist being told what to do. To 
change this situation, a multistep 
solution is required. Boards and ex-
ecutives need to develop a better 
understanding of what’s important 
to physicians; allow them to have 
input, involvement and leadership 
roles in achieving mutually agreed-
upon goals; and provide support, en-
couragement and recognition to help 
them adjust to the pressures of the 
transforming delivery system. 

Culture Takes the Lead
Developing a positive organizational 
culture and a strong administrative 

and clinical leadership commitment 
to patient-centered care is the foun-
dation for physician support. Setting 
the tone, culture, commitment and 
direction must start with the board. 
Th e growing focus on consumer satis-
faction and accountability for perfor-
mance outcomes means that health 
care organizations must recognize 
that they have multiple customers: 
patients and their families, adminis-
tration, clinical and supporting staff , 
and physicians — all of whom share 
responsibility for patient care. But, 
physicians take ultimate responsibil-
ity for patient management.  

The first step in engaging physi-
cians is to involve them early in the 
care redesign process. Set the stage 
by educating them about the new 
dynamics of the health care environ-
ment. For instance, physicians need a 
better understanding of how payment 
models have changed, the growing 
emphasis on performance monitor-
ing and accountability for services 
rendered, and how this impacts their 
role in patient care. Once they under-
stand, they will become more respon-
sive to change. 

Physicians then should be given an 
opportunity to share their concerns 
and weigh in on decisions. Boards 
and executives can use departmental 
or one-on-one meetings or town hall 
forums to solicit their input. 

Physicians who are new to the or-
ganization will need a comprehen-
sive onboarding process to famil-
iarize them with the nuances of the 
work environment, expectations and 
responsibilities, and avenues for sup-
port. Many organizations have be-
gun using a more extensive interview 
process to assess a prospective appli-
cant’s cultural fi t with the organiza-
tion’s direction. 

Th e next step is care redesign. Al-
though hospitals and systems can 
implement best-practice guidelines 
and protocols, and develop electronic 
health record-supported algorithms 
and standards to reduce unnecessary 
variations in care, these guidelines, 
protocols, electronic exchanges and 
data analysis don’t get at the core of 

What Makes a Physician Feel Engaged?

Element of Engagement

Respect for my competency and skills

Feeling that my opinions and ideas are valued

Good relationships with my physician 
colleagues

Good work/life balance

A voice in how my time is structured and used

Fair compensation for my work

Good relationships with nonphysician 
clinical staff 

A broader sense of meaning in my work

A voice in clinical operations and processes

Opportunities to expand my clinical skills and 
learn new skills

Opportunities for professional development 
and career advancement

Good relationships with administrators

Alignment with my organization’s mission 
and goals

Working for leader in innovation and patient 
care

Participation in setting broader organizational 
goals and strategies
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Source: Physician Engagement Survey, Physician Wellness Services and Cejka Search, 2013

Physicians’ average score, 1-10 scale
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providing high-quality health care. It 
takes more than knowledge and clini-
cal expertise. 

As care responsibilities extend be-
yond traditional walls and disciplines, 
caregivers need to work together to 
communicate and coordinate effec-
tive care plans, and provide the per-
sonal touch that leads to high-quality 
outcomes. To foster this behavior, 
many health care organizations of-
fer training courses to enhance com-
munication and team collaboration 
skills. Some organizations also offer 
education on emotional intelligence, 
diversity management, cultural com-
petency, customer service, conflict 
management, stress management, 
anger management and other do-
mains to improve the physician-
staff-patient relationship, and boost 
patient and staff satisfaction. These 
programs can enhance physician un-
derstanding, responsiveness and en-
gagement. And in cases where physi-
cians exhibit more disruptive behav-
ior, individual coaching or counseling 
or other more formal interventions 
may be a necessary step to improve 
behavioral compliance.

Caring for Caregivers
Knowing why physicians disengage is 
essential to understanding the physi-
cian world and resulting attitudes and 
behaviors. Numerous articles and re-
ports have pointed to the frequency 
and impact of stress and burnout on 
physicians, which affects more than 
50 percent of the physician popula-
tion, according to a 2012 Archives of 
Internal Medicine article. 

As we know, physicians make the 
worst patients. They are so driven that 
they either don’t recognize that they 
are working under stress, they ignore 
the fatigue or physical or emotional 
consequences or, if they do realize 
that they are stressed, they feel as 

though they can handle it themselves. 
Even when physicians recognize that 
they need help, many are reluctant 
to ask for it because of their egos and 
stoicism, a concern about percep-
tions of their competency or worries 
about confidentiality. 

To address these situations, trust-
ees and executives need to be more 
proactive in providing administra-
tive and emotional support. This will 
help to keep physicians energized, 

satisfied and more engaged in the 
care delivery process. Many of these 
services can be provided internally 
through human resources, wellness 
committees and employee assistance 
programs or outsourced to vendors 
that specialize in these areas.

Finally, trustees should take the 
time to acknowledge physicians’ ef-
forts and recognize the time, effort 
and contributions they make. Simply 
ask them how they are, show them re-
spect and thank them for the services 
they provide. 

Everyone Benefits
Physicians are at the heart of a hos-
pital’s success. To enhance their en-
gagement and alignment, trustees 

More on Physician Engagement
“The Importance of Physician Leadership” by John Morrissey, April 
2015, http://bit.ly/1HnabGF 
“Physician-Hospital Alignment: Meeting on What Matters” by Mary K. 
Totten, April 2014, http://bit.ly/1ENWmKF

Physician Morale and Outlook

Physicians describe their professional morale and feelings about the current state of the medical profession

Physicians describe their feelings about the future of the medical profession

  Very positive          Somewhat positive         Somewhat negative         Very negative

2012         2014

3.9%
8.8%

27.9%

35.6%

44.8%

37.1%

23.4%
18.5%

Very positive/
optimistic

Somewhat positive/
optimistic

Somewhat 
negative/pessimistic

Very negative/
pessimistic

2012         2014

10.2%

3.1%

38.7%

19.5%

39.5%
45.9%

11.6%

31.5%

Source: 2014 Survey of America’s Physicians, The Physicians Foundation, 2014

    Trustee  JUNE 2015  21  

C2201_R5716.BK.indd   21 5/21/2015   4:06:59 PM



physicians

and executives need to provide a sup-
portive environment and understand 
the perceptions, attitudes, skills sets 
and motivating factors that influence 
physician behaviors. Additionally, the 
board should involve them in discus-
sions about achieving mutually bene-
ficial goals, respond to their concerns, 
and provide the leadership, structural, 
operational, clinical and emotional 
support to help them adjust to the 
changing health care environment. 

These actions have the best chance 
of improving physician satisfaction, 
and they will enhance their morale 
and engagement, and strengthen the 
hospital-physician-staff-patient rela-
tionship. Finally, remember that the 
pivotal role of physicians, nurses and 
support staff in care delivery deserves 
respect, starting with the board and 
carried through the organization by 
all members of the health care team. 
The result will be improved efficiency 
and better outcomes. T

Alan H. Rosenstein, M.D., M.B.A. (ahrosen 
steinmd@aol.com), is a practic-
ing internist and an educator 
and consultant in health care  
management, San Francisco.

How to Boost 
Physician 
Engagement
• Enhance board recognition and 
cultural commitment to the  
importance of physician involve-
ment and engagement
• Provide physician education on 
the changing structure of health 
care delivery
• Develop programs that enhance 
physician skill sets to support  
relationship-building, communica-
tion and collaboration
• Involve physicians in care  
redesign strategies
• Provide appropriate administra-
tive, clinical and behavioral support 
for physicians in need
• Recognize and thank physicians 
for what they do

LAUNCHING JULY 27

EXPLORE THE E IN ESOURCE AT 
HEALTHFORUM.COM/ESOURCE

AHA eSource is an intuitive business intelligence tool that  
allows professionals and executives to answer key questions  
about 6,300 U.S. hospitals and over 400 health care systems.

What’s in an E?

EXPERTISE  
Make better decisions  
faster with the richest,  
most respected hospital  
intelligence in the industry

EFFICIENCY  
Explore hospitals and  
health systems at the facility,  
system, and market level

EASE 
Work on the go - from  
smart phones, tablets,  

or laptops

 EMPOWERMENT 
Customize reports,  

presentations, and analyses 
for any audience

EXCELLENCE 
Take action based on 

integrated marketing and 
information solutions
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