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Situation
The leadership of Rainbow Babies & Children’s (RB&C) Hospital in Cleveland, Ohio believes that advisory committees are the backbone of a patient and family-centered culture.  With pediatrics in particular, hospital leaders believe they simply cannot fulfill their mission without the involvement of parents.  And so, despite any reservations about where the path might lead, they considered creation of a family advisory council critical in 1991 when the council was formed.  
Despite this straightforward mandate, there were natural barriers to change.  Hospital staff posed questions such as who would run the council?  Who would it report to?  How would spending be managed?  Rather than shy away from these issues, the hospital’s leadership tackled them head on through education and training of council members and staff.
Insight
When it comes to a patient’s experience in a hospital setting, council coordinators at RB&C knew that the small things matter the most, and yet those things can get lost because patients are not well-equipped to help manage their care.  In order to help patients find their voice, hospital leaders established clear guidelines and expectations for the council.  Among other things, they set out to:
· recruit a patient advocate from every specialty; 
· engage physicians and other staff members; 
· establish an open door policy so that patients’ and parents’ voices would be heard; and
· establish a firm understanding between hospitals and families in terms of who would put the ball in motion and transform ideas into action. 

Approach
The leadership team recognized early on that thoughtful recruitment, engagement and training are key to an advisory body’s success.  Initially, RB&C council coordinators recruited members through referrals with physicians getting to know which families were in the hospital frequently.  That process has since expanded, but council coordinators continue to seek members with deep experience as caregivers, regardless of their formal education level.  Family Advisory Council Vice President Chrissie Blackburn says, “The need for new council members ebbs and flows, but coordinators believe the process has been successful in getting the right people involved.”
Open Door Policy
The hospital’s family advisory council coordinators also work hard to keep members engaged.  In addition to regular monthly meetings, leaders recognize that one of the most important elements of successful engagement is an open door policy with the hospital’s administration team.  At RB&C, council members are empowered to contact the CEO directly, without having to go through a lot of people.  In fact, council members can go to any administrator to present an idea, ask a question, or discuss an issue.  In part because of this open door policy, Blackburn says council members provide input on a wide range of topics – from the design of new brochures to the design of new medical equipment under development by affiliated Case Western University engineers.  
Expanding the Council’s Reach
RB&C goes beyond engaging family members who serve on their council. Council members also reach out to new families, going onto the inpatient floors and talking to patients and their family members who are currently undergoing treatment. They hold social gatherings or just circulate through the floors, asking “Is there anything you need?  Is there anything that we have missed?”  In fact, the hospital is currently pilot-testing clinical floor meetings with families who are currently receiving treatment to obtain fresh feedback and real-time information about their experiences.  Blackburn says that information is one of the things that helps the hospital create best practices in patient and family engagement.  
Success
Feedback about the council across the board has been incredibly positive. Hospital administrators depend on the family advisory council and recognize the important role it plays in the decisions they make.  The hospital leadership wants to achieve outcomes that are reflective of their family-centered care culture, and, according to Blackburn, “the advisory council helps make that a reality.”  Council members also are pleased with the level of involvement in hospital decisions they have been afforded.
In very real terms, the council has worked to simplify what can be complex and frightening situations for families that come to the hospital, which leads to improved safety and better care.  Council members’ input has shaped everything from improvements to beside nurse hand-offs to design of the new Emergency Room to Palliative Care Team enhancements to more effective hourly nursing rounds.  Blackburn says that the positive energy and momentum that emanates from these achievements is palpable throughout the hospital.  She adds, “The hospital leadership remaining flexible in their thinking is a big part of the advisory council’s success.”  
Vision for the Future
RB&C council members have big plans moving forward.  They want the council to be more involved on the inpatient floors.  They plan to reach out to the system’s ambulatory sites, where they believe patient engagement is every bit as important as it is in the hospital setting.  And they are working to create materials to facilitate patient and family engagement, including “What to expect from admission” and “How to get the most out of an inpatient stay.”
They also want more hospitals to get involved.  They want hospitals across the country to realize that family advisory councils offer a way to bring patients and staff together to make suggestions and to find some different approaches to areas needing improvement in a way that involves the patient perspective and tells patients and families that the hospital staff really does care.  
Improving patient engagement requires patients and family members who are strong but not intimidating to providers.  RB&C’s leadership believes family advisory councils provide a forum for dialogue and teamwork between families and providers that is positive and productive.  
While Blackburn says there is not a national organization that brings these family advisory councils together, she says “there are good resources out there to help those looking to create one.”  And she and others at Rainbow Babies & Children’s Hospital are willing to share their experiences and successes.  
For more information, please email Chrissie Blackburn by clicking on this link: cchorn23@aol.com , or by calling 440-241-5773.
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