
The Challenge
As healthcare shifts rapidly towards consumerism and moving into cost 
reimbursement based on health outcomes and cost savings, how do 
providers keep up? Inova Alexandria Hospital, a 318-bed Community Hospital 
in a large metropolitan healthcare system, wrestled with this question in 
2015 when it reported 115 Hospital Acquired Infections (HAI) and 193 falls 
that year. As a result of the infections, the hospital incurred $750,000 in fines. 

CASE STUDY:
A Hospital’s Journey
to Achieve Zero Harm
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“The results we were seeing at the time were just numbers on a piece of 
paper,” says Susan T. Carroll, Regional Executive Officer, Eastern Region, 
Inova Health System, “This led to a culture where staff thought it was okay 
to be okay, as long as everyone was working hard.” The hospital was not 
facing a technical or skill-based gap: the staff were highly-trained healthcare 
professionals. She suspected the key to improving and sustaining the patient 
experience and safety was in shifting the organization’s culture. 

The road to achieving a cultural transformation wouldn’t be an easy one. 
Beliefs rooted in a current culture are a major impediment to culture 
change—and Inova is a 150-year-old hospital rich with long-held beliefs, 
values, and traditions. Carroll knew the organization could do better, and so 
she set out to earn the buy-in and support of everyone in the organization.
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The Solution

Leveraging the Lead Culture™ Process
In 2016, the executive leadership team leveraged Partners In Leadership’s 
culture management solution, Lead Culture. The program helps leaders like 
Carroll shape and manage organizational culture using a proprietary blend 
of strategic hands-on consulting services and scalable training approaches. 
Lead Culture works because it gets to the root of culture: the beliefs held 
throughout the organization and the experiences that shape those beliefs. 

A critical first step in the process, leaders undergo a rigorous analysis 
to define the three to four Key Results™ an organization must achieve. 
Carroll recommended the result to achieve “Zero Harm”—a stretch goal that 
would challenge any hospital administration.

They quickly took that even further and made it more achievable by asking 
for “Zero Harm today.” Every day started fresh with an unwavering focus to 
make safety a complete reality in their hospital.

Armed and aligned with clear key results, Partners In Leadership guided 
the executive team through strategic and meaningful cultural shifts. At the 
foundation was the development of a set of Cultural Beliefs® to focus the 
change effort and create acceleration at every level of the facility toward the 
desired culture: one capable of delivering on key results like Zero Harm.

You can’t outsource culture change. Leaders from all over the hospital were 
engaged to present the key results and Cultural Beliefs. To create alignment 
around those shifts and instill accountability for them at every level of the 
organization, the staff also received Accountability Training® led by their 
leaders. Simplicity is key if you expect application through an organization. 
Inova’s leaders taught and used Partners In Leadership’s simple models and 
tools to operationalize the change and help everyone in the organization think 
and act in the manner necessary to achieve Zero Harm. 

“It wasn’t about the measurement...we can’t say 
it’s not okay to harm one person’s loved one 
but it is okay to harm another. What matters 
most is that everyone works towards zero.”
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A critical element in creating the shift was leadership buy-in. As Carroll states, 
“One of the first lessons I learned was that everyone was involved in culture, 
including me.” The leadership team wrote the Cultural Beliefs and found 
ways to regularly embody them, such as conducting daily safety rounds on 
every inpatient unit to ensure compliance with all standard work for the 
potential harm metrics.

The Power of Storytelling
When visiting the different units, Carroll noticed that fall mats were not being 
used in many rooms. After asking one nurse why, she discovered that the 
nurses had removed them because they heard other nurses in different 
units had tripped over them and fallen. The nurses believed they had taken 
accountability to achieve Zero Harm by removing the mats. While the staff 
had solved one safety problem, the action put patients at risk by removing 
the mats that buffered any falls. 

“One of the first lessons I learned was 
that everyone was involved in culture, 
including me.” 

- Susan T. Carroll, FACHE, MHA, MBA
Regional Executive Officer, Eastern Region, 
Inova Health System 
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$500K COST SAVINGS
as a direct result of these 
Zero Harm efforts

95% COMPLIANCE
in Hand Hygiene (up 42 percentage 
points in 18 months!)

Concerned about the reports she heard about staff injury, Carroll 
investigated further and discovered something surprising: not one fall had 
been reported to worker’s comp over the previous five years due to nurses 
tripping on fall mats. This was a belief that staff held—fall mats caused staff 
falls—and Carroll knew she needed to shift the belief. But how?

Carroll returned to the nurses and shared her findings. She underscored 
the data by relating a recent event. A new mom at their hospital dozed off 
while nursing her 24-hour newborn. The baby fell from the bed and hit his 
head. There was no fall mat to protect him, and the newborn had suffered 

Inova’s “Zero Harm” Key Result Progress - One Year In

42% REDUCTION
in Falls (no serious 
injuries in 15 months!)

72% REDUCTION
in Central Line Infections and Catheter 
Associated Urinary Tract Infections

50% REDUCTION
in Hospital Acquired
Clostridium Difficile Cases
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a subdural hematoma as a result. The story hit home emotionally for the 
nurses; combined with the data, the need for change was irrefutable. From 
that day forward, the mats were used without exception. The hospital has 
gone over 15 months with no serious injuries due to falls.

Carroll and her team continued to use storytelling to shift other underlying 
beliefs that were working against the key result of Zero Harm. Morning 
huddles, management meetings, and even e-briefs opened with 
storytelling around the patient experience. Staff members who reported a 
fall were instructed to use the individual’s first name, age, if they were married, 
had kids, and other details. This eliminated nameless and faceless errors 
in the hospital. “We made a story out of every patient harm, which helped 
employees connect back to the purpose we set out to achieve—the result of 
Zero Harm,” Carroll said.

Results
By 2016, just one year after it had set out on its journey to achieve Zero 
Harm, Inova achieved dramatic results with a 72% reduction in Central Line 
Infections and Catheter Associated Urinary Tract Infections; close to 50% 
reduction in Hospital Acquired Clostridium Difficile Cases; 42% reduction in 
Falls; and an increase in Hand Hygiene compliance to 95% (up from 53%). 
These improvements saved the hospital $500,000.

More dramatic results from its culture initiative include:

• The executive and senior leadership modeled the Cultural Beliefs “Be 
Great” and “Team Up” by prioritizing safety rounds and partnering with 
frontline staff.

• Staff demonstrated “Patient First” through transparent discussions around 
previous outcomes and the “WHY” behind safety rounds.

• Developed standard work for safety rounds.

• Developed standard work for the direct care staff, RN unit supervisor, 
Clinical Director, and Senior Directors in creating a safe environment. 

• Established two-way dialogue with the frontline staff to drive engagement.

• Just-in-time education and mentorship on safety rounds.

• Created a Culture of Accountability® by promoting 100% responsibility and 
200% accountability.

“What makes the difference is how we have tied 
our culture to everything we do.”
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In 2017, Inova worked with the Joint Commission (accredits and certifies 
every hospital in America, some 21,000 healthcare organizations) to 
complete the hospital’s tri-annual survey. The survey team said that in their 
12 years of doing Joint Commission surveys, they have never seen a hospital 
that does process improvement better.

“What makes the difference is how we have tied our culture to everything 
we do,” said Carroll. “They [survey team] were blown away by how we have 
integrated the work.”

Inova’s cultural transformation won the 2016 Premier Excellence Award for 
“exemplifying the highest level of industry innovation and advancement 
in delivering high quality, cost effective care” across Premier’s alliance of 
approximately 3,600 U.S. hospitals and 120,000 other providers. Today, Inova 
continues its unwavering commitment to culture on its journey to achieve 
Zero Harm.

F 

About Inova
Founded: 1956

Focus: Hospitals and healthcare services

Headquarters: Falls Church, VA

Revenue: $2.7 Billion (2014)

Employees: 17,396 (2014)

The Edge       © 2018 Partners In Leadership66



Start improving patient safety today!
1-833-BEST-CEO   |  www.partnersinleadership.com/ceoresults

NEW from

It’s a noble goal. It’s also near impossible. But 

even though we may never achieve perfection, 

we still aim for it—because every step in that 

direction advances the well-being of patients, 

their families, and the entire medical community. 

Perfecting high-reliability healthcare takes work, 

but the rewards are invaluable. And our holistic 

approach to patient safety makes getting there 

more intuitive, and more possible than ever.

Zero harm.



Excerpted from the 2018 Vol. 2 issue of The Edge, the publication for 
c-suite executives and business leaders, from Partners In Leadership. 

Explore 80 pages of disruptive insight on the art and science of shaping 
culture to drive organizational excellence and game-changing results.

Request your limited edition now at

partnersinleadership.com/corporate-consulting


