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Back in 2014, Signature Healthcare in southeastern Massachusetts hired a consulting firm 

called HPI (Healthcare Performance Improvement, acquired by Press Ganey in 2015) to 

measure its “sentinel events” — events resulting in death or injury — and also to get a sense 

of what its employees perceived about safety in the institution and the institution’s priorities.

One of the results came as a surprise to the management of Signature, an organization 

with a 217-bed hospital, a medical group with more than 150 employed physicians, a 

school of nursing, and a foundation.

When asked about their perceptions of the organization’s priorities, “patient safety” barely 

made the list. And this at an organization that was dealing with 65,000 ER visits annually, 

as well as 13,000 admissions a year.

How could that be possible?

LOST IN THE FOREST OF MESSAGING

Conversations with Lorraine McGrath, Signature’s 

director of marketing, and with Dan Dunlop, 

principal at Jennings, the advertising agency that 

Signature brought in to help solve the problem, 

reveal a culprit of sorts.

But that culprit wasn’t a person. Rather, it was a 

proliferation, over time, of messages about other 

important concerns that tended to overwhelm 

what should have been obvious — a hospital can’t 

fulfill its mission unless it is continually focused on 

keeping its patients safe from infection, accidents, 

and errors.

Because Signature had “multiple priorities,” 

McGrath says, “safety wasn’t really on our radar 

screen.” Instead, messaging to employees had 
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In a hospital setting, 

changing employee routines 

and behaviors can save 

lives — but the change may 

call for altering the entire 

institutional culture. A memo 

to staff likely won’t work. 

What will? 

Signature Healthcare 

discovered some of the 

answers, involving an internal 

advertising campaign that 

began in 2015 and is still 

running today. 

By Peter Hochstein

The Three R’s of Using Internal Advertising 
to Create a Cultural Change in a Health Care Organization: 

Repetition, Refreshment, and Recognition
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been about “cost savings, reducing expenses, upgrading our 

electronic health records,” he says. “We are a lean organization, 

so we focused and had been focusing on process improvement.”

Signature CEO Kim Hollon decided that had to change. “He 

wanted the organization’s focus, number one and always, every 

minute of every day, to be safety first,” says McGrath.

The resulting internal campaign, launched in early 2015, was 

designed to create what McGrath and Dunlop call a cultural 

change. The campaign has been appearing in various iterations 

ever since. But if you’re looking for the media prominence of 

dramatic television spots and four-color magazine spreads, 

you won’t find them here.

STICKY BACKS AND STRAIGHTFORWARD MESSAGES

The campaign’s “advertisements” consist largely of 11×14-inch 

“wall clings” – posters with a sticky backing, enabling them 

to be mounted and replaced quickly. Smaller posters that cling 

to mirrors and stickers that go on telephones are also part of 

the unusual media plan. Safety videos featuring employees 

on Signature’s private intranet have also come into the mix.

Nor does the campaign resemble advertising that you’re 

likely to see hospitals do when their audience is primarily 

the general public. There are no emotional testimonials, 

no dramatic shots of surgery, no high-tech medical devices 

or microscope views, and absolutely no headlines that will 

make anyone remark, “How clever!”

“This is not a cute subject,” Dunlop says of the creative work 

done at Jennings. “We’re talking about saving people’s lives, 

stopping preventable accidents that result in harm to a patient. 

The people we’re communicating with are busy. They don’t 

have time to translate the message from something cute into 

something actionable. We want to be as direct as possible.”

FOCUS ON INSTRUCTION

The copy is almost single-mindedly instructional. In one 

series of posters, each message begins with a bold headline: 

“Patient safety means…” And then the answer varies from 

poster to poster. “Double-checking patient information prior 

to giving medication,” says one. “Using phonetic and numeric 

clarification to avoid miscommunication,” says another.

Some of the key instructional messaging encourages employees 

and even patients to question authority. So the copy also 

encourages “Asking questions and questioning the answers” 

and “Speaking up if you see unsafe actions.”

In an effort to prevent the campaign from becoming the 

equivalent of background noise, it has been regularly refreshed 

with new posters, fresh copy, and sometimes even a new look. 

So, while one series of posters is all-type, another iteration 

features large closeups of employees well-known among their 

peers making statements like “I choose to never cut corners.”
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The object, says McGrath, is to make sure the campaign 

is generating high awareness: “You want to imbed that in 

your culture so that it doesn’t go away. Culture determines 

behavior, and behavior determines outcomes.”

Consequently, she says, “we have to continually work on 

messaging, where we are going to go, what’s our next theme, 

how are we going to keep on the top of everybody’s mind, every 

day, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.”

TRAINING, “GREAT CATCHES” AND GIFT CARDS

Part of the answer to those questions is “not by advertising 

alone.” Every one of the hospital’s 2,700 employees, including 

McGrath herself, has been required to attend a three-and-a-

half-hour safety training class. There 

are regular departmental “huddles” 

during which employees are 

encouraged to discuss safety issues.

And then there’s “Great Catch 

Mondays.” Employees are encouraged 

to submit examples of something they 

or a co-worker did to prevent a safety 

error. The people who made 

the catch are rewarded with 

recognition and a gift card.

“Great catches” have 

ranged from someone who 

caught a prescription error 

that would have resulted in 

a patient taking the wrong 

drug, to finding a newborn 

baby left alone on a bed 

while its mother used the bathroom. The baby was placed in 

its bassinet and the mother was instructed about when the 

bassinet should be used.

SIGNIFICANT IMPACT

“Our goal was to reduce our sentinel events by 80 percent 

within the first two years,” says McGrath. “We actually 

surpassed that number in 14 months. And today we have seen 

an 88 percent decrease in SSER [serious safety event rate] in 

the past 24 months. We actually reached 352 days without a 

safety event. Our previous highest number was 79.”

“Culture change marketing is not like service line marketing. There are people and organizations 

out there that have done this before. So, before you leap, research. Talk to other people about 

what worked, and just as important what didn’t work. How do you evoke behavioral change within 

an organization’s social groups? How do you do this with a common theme across a paradigm of 

departments? Research and planning are key.” – Lorraine McGrath 

“Prominently feature your own people. We did videos of employees talking about patient safety, 

so that when other employees went on line on Signature’s intranet, they were hearing from their 

colleagues and team members, not just the president of the hospital.” Pictures of collegial faces 

“creates a bond, creates talk.” – Dan Dunlop

IF YOU WANT TO CHANGE A HOSPITAL’S CULTURE, REMEMBER . . .


