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he Importance of hospitals learning from their fallures hardly

needs to be siated. Not only are matters of life and death at stake

on a daily basis, but also an Increasing number of U.S, hospitals are

operating in the red.' Organizational learning is thus an imperative.
Recent research suggests there are plenty of problems, errors, and other learning
opportunities facing these complex service organizations. In 2000, the Institute
of Medicine issued a report estirating that 44,000 to 98,000 people die each
year as a result of medical errors.” Other studies suggest, in addition, that med-
lcal errors with less serlous consequences are pervaslve In hospitals,®

Haospitals historically have relled on a dedicated and highly skilled profes-
sional workforce to compensate for any operational fallures that might occur
during the patient care delivery process. Great doctors and nurses, not great
organization or management, have been seen as the means for ensuring that
patients receive quality care. Recently, however, the medical community has
responded to increased public awareness of shortcomings In health care delivery
by calling for systematlic, organizational improvements to increase patient safety.
Examples of such initiatives include ereating shared databases of medical errors
to facilitate widespread learning from mistakes and focusing renewed attention
an hospilal processes, culture, and reporting systems.?

Front-line employees in service organizations are well positloned in
these efforts to help their organizations learn, that is, to Improve organizational
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outcomes by suggesting changes in processes and activities based on their
knowledge of what is and is not working.® ldentifving and resalving causes of
problems that arise during the course of work is one method for achleving orga-
nizational learning. By catching, correcting, and removing underlying causes,
front-line employees can contribute to changes that help avald erosion of quality
and customer satisfaction in the future. In this way. through initiative taking and
problem solving at the front lines, arganizational systems and procedures can be
changed to avold many of the most prevalent recurring problems (sometimes
referred to—perhaps overly optimistically——as "low hanging fruit"}.

We conducted a detailed study of hospital nursing care processes to inves-
tigate conditions under which nurses might respond to failures they encounter
in their hospital's operational processes by actively seeking to prevent future
pecurrences of similar failures. Our research suggests that, in spite of Increased
emphasis on these issues. hospitals are not learning from the daily problems and
errors encourntered by their workers. We also find that process failures are not
rare but rather are an integral part of working on the front lines of health care
delivery.

Although this study focused on hospital nurses, the lessons learned have
implications for managers in other service organizations as well. The tasks car-
ried out by nurses are knowledge-intensive, highly variable, and performed in
the physical presence of customers, which heightens the worker’s focus on the
current customer’s comfort and safety and can detract from awareness of the
need to improve the organizational system through which care is delivered,
These aspects are similar to work environments of other service providers who

B perform complex physical and mental tasks
shmatq Prolessar

dorh st in the presence of custorners, such as com-
it ;Hﬂmird Business
ggﬁs s puter help-desk operators, repair techni-
E L] L]
i dqta ot Haruard cians, airline crews, fire fighters, police
kotdibid adii> officers. teachers, beauticlans, and some
TS customer service representatives. Further,

hospitals have many features in common with other service organizations,
notably time pressure. unpredictability in the workload, the relatively low status
of nurses as front-line employees, and thelr rellance on others for supplies and
information. These features contribute hoth to the emergence of fadlures and to
barriers to learning from them.

Process Failures on the Front Lines of Hospital Care Delivery

Our research identified twao types of pracess fallures—problems and
errars. We define an error as the execution of a task that is either unnecessary or
incorrectly carrled out and that could have been avolded with appropriate distri-
bution of pre-existing information. For example, we observed a patient who had
been unnecessarily prepared for colonoscopy at significant expense to the hospi-
tal and discomfort to the patlent before the specialist reviewed her case—reveal-
ing that the patient was not an appropriate candidate for the procedure—and
cancelled it.
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Haospital errors have received considerable nationwide attention recently:
however, an emphasis on only those errors that lead to severe consequences
such as the death of a patient has perhaps obscured the subtler phenomenon
of errors that take place within the care delivery process everyday-—such as an
unnecessary pre-operative preparation. Thankfully, most errors are caught and
corrected before patients are harmed; however, a lack of attention to the process
errors that precede more visible, consequential fallures may limit opportunities
for organizational learning.

The second type of fallure is a probiem, which we define as a disruption
in a worker's ability to execute a prescribed task because either: something the
worker needs Is unavailable in the time, location, condition, or quantity desired
and, hence, the task cannot be executed as planned; or something is present that
should not be, interfering with the designated task.” Examples of problems
include missing supplies, information, or medications. Unlike errors, work-
process problems have received little atten-

tion in the literature or press. Like errors, Whereas workers can take action

problems are a valuable source of informa- t | bl ti
tion about ways in which the system is not 0 SOive probiems, prevention

waorking. of errors necessarily requires
Workers are well aware of the prob-

lems they encounter, In contrast, by defini-

tion, people are unaware of their own errors ~ to redesign work systems.

while making them, Not surprisingly, glven

that we ohserved the work processes from the viewpoint of front-line workers.

the majority {869%) of the faillures we observed in the care delivery process were

prablems rather than errors. Both kinds of failures require some kind of action

for patient care to continue effectively. Whereas workers can take action to solve

problems—due to their intense awareness of them—prevention of errors neces-

sarily requires management involvement to redesipgn work systems in ways that

make errors less likely to ocour.

management involvement
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\Why Hospisals Don't Learn fram Failures

First-Order Problem Solving

Research on quality improvernent has distinguished between two types
of response to problems—short-term remedies that "patch” problems and more
thorough responses that seek 10 change underkying organizational routines (o
prevent recurrence, ' We make a similar distinetion between [irst- and second-
order problem-solving behavior in service organizations,'® First-order problem-
solving behavior occurs when the worker compensates for a problem by getting
the supplies or information needed to finish a task that was blocked or inter-
rupted. The worker does not address underlying causes, thus not reducing the
likelihood of a similar problem in the future. In our research, we found that
nurses implemented a short-term fix for the overwhelming majority of the fail-
ures observed, enabling them to continue caring for their patients, without tak-
ing any action to try to prevent recurrence of similar fallures—that is, without
prompting organizational learning, For example, an oncology floor nurse who
worked an the night shift ran out of clean linen to change her patients’ beds.
She walked to another unit that had linen in stock and took from their supply.

At first glance, first-order problem solving seemns successful: the nurse
was able to obtain iinen. The cost to the nurse and to the hospital was minimal:
it only took a few minutes of her time and was Inexpensive. Notably, this nurse
did not pay for a taxi to deliver the linen from an off-site linen cleaning service,
which nurses at other hospitals reported as how they often handled the problem
of running out of certain supplies, including linen. Seven out of nine nurses
whom we Interviewed reporied feeling gratified when they figured out a-way
ter work around an ohstacle enabling them to conlinue patlent care. The nurse
missing linens commented,

“Working around problems 1s just part of my job. By being able to get IV bags or
whatever else [ need, It enables me to do my job and to have a positive impact on
a person’s Ufe—lke being able to get them clean finen. And [ am the kind of per-
san who does not just ger one set of linen, 1 will bring back several for the ather
FILITSES.

Upon further rellection. it appears that first-order problem solving can be
counterproductive. It keeps communication of problems isolated so that they do
not surface as learning opportunities. Work-

First-order problem Suluing can ers rarely inform the person responsible for

be counterproductive. It keeps

the problem, which prevents those people
from learning that their processes couild be

communication of problems improved, Sometimes, first-order problem
. solving creates new problerns elsewhere, as
isolated so that they do not when the above nurse ook several sets of

surface as learning uppuﬂunitie&. linens from another area. Moreover, consid-

erable time (of highly paid professionals) is
wasted on tasks and rework that would not otherwise be necessary. We found
that, on averape, 33 minutes were lost per eight-hour shift due to coping with
system failures that could have been addressed and removed, Thus, first-order
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problem-solving behavior, ironically, can preclude improvement by ohscuring
the existence of problems and errors and preventing operational and structural
changes that would prevent the same faflures from happening again,

Cur analysis identified two impliclt strategies, or more colloquially, rules-
of-thumb that exemplify first-order problemn solving. The first rule of thumb
Is as follows: when you encounter a problem, do what it takes to contlnue the
patient-care task—no more, no less. When nurses used this rule—which they
did for 93% of the problems—their behavior involved securing the information
or material they needed 1o do their jobs without probing into what caused the
problem to occur. After the nurses were able to resume caring for the patient,
they did not expend further effort an the Incident; that is, they neither commu-
nicated that It occurred to others nor sought to investigate or change causes,
This strategy served several purposes, It allowed a nurse 1o meet the require-
ments of the current patient—a responsibility that the nurses we observed did
nat take lightly. It also reduced the amount of time the harried nurse spends
away from patient care dutles; engaging in extra activity beyond the immediate
fix would be a further drain on the care current patients received.

The secand rule of thumb was—when necessary for continuity of patlent
care——to ask for help from people who were socially close rather than from those
who were best equipped to correct the problem. The second rule of thumb
helped to preserve the nurse's reputation regarding his or her competence at
handling the daily rigors of nursing. In addition, it allowed nurses to avoid
unpleasant encounters with cantankerous physiclans or managers as long as
possible. At the same time, it all but precluded addressing underlying causes that
might improve the system. The nurses followed this rule for 42% of the prob-
lems and deviated from it for only 7% problems (e.g.. they contacted a physician
or other hospital personnel rather than attempting to solve the problem on their
own}.'® The appeal and power of rules of thumb upon which ene can tacitly rely
in a time-pressured situation may help explain the high level of consistency of
nurses’ responses to problems,

Second-Order Problem Solving

second-order problem-salving behavior occurs when the worker, in
addition to patching the problem so that the Immediate task at hand can be
completed, also takes action to address underlylng causes. Second-order problem
solving includes: communicating to the person or department respansible for the
problem; bringing it to managers’ attention; sharing ideas about what caused the
situation and how to prevent recurrence with someone in a position to Imple-
ment changes; implementing changes; and verifving that changes have the
desired effect. Given that nurses have so little spare time for extersive second-
arder problem-solving behavior such as tracking the problem (o its source and
making system changes (o prevent recurrence, we categorized any behavior that
called attention to the situation—thereby starting a legitimate process of Inquiry
into root cause which could then transpire over a period of Uime—as Indicative
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of second-order problem-solving behavior. Nonetheless, only 7% of nurse
responses met even these lenient criteria.

To illustrate second-order problem solving in this context, we observed
an inexperienced intensive-care unit {ICU} nurse transfer a two-year old patient
to the oncology floor by mistakenly leaving the sleeping child on his ICU bed
rather than moving him onto the standard hospital bed In his new room, despite
the pratests of the oncology nurse that the highly-specialized ICU beds had to be
returned. Not unexpectedly, the ICU nurse manager called the oncology unit
secretary 30 minutes later, asking for the ICU bed. The oncology nurse—Iinstead
of simply returning the bed—did something that was unusual, and certainly not
necessary for the Immediate care of her patient, She called the ICU nurse man-
ager, explaining, "I don't want to get anyone in trouble, but [ want you to know
what happened so you can talk to the nurse so that it does not happen again.”

In this example, the nurse took care of the immediate situation—getting
the [CU bed back to the unit—and also took action to try to remove the underly-
Ing cause of the error—the new ICU nurse’s mistaken belief that it was worse to
move a sleeping child than to leave an ICU bed on another unit. The 1CU nurse
manager could then ensure that all [CU nurses were aware of this requirement.
The ancology nurse’s apologetic introduction, when calling the 1CU to engage in
system-correcting behavior, Is perhaps indicative of how counter-normative such
behavior can be In hospitals. Instead of being governed by tacit rules-of-thumb
that everyane seems to follow without explicit decision, second-order problem
salving seemed o take conscious effort.

Second-order problem solving can have positive consequences for work-
ers and the organization. If the worker's actian Is successful and the problem
does not recur, they will not have to face similar obstacles in the future, As a
result, second-order problem solving is a way that real change is achieved. The
organization can benefit from higher productivity, customer satisfaction (because
service Is not interrupted}, and worker satisfaction (feelings of competence from
improving their work systems and less frustration with completing thelr tasks;.

Three Positive Hurnan Resource Attributes
that Prevent Learning

Why aren’t hospltals—and we suspect many other service organizations
as well—learning all they can from daily problems encountered by their work-
ers? Our research suggests that it s not because problems are highly complex
or difficult to salve, nor is it because nurses are unmotivated—twao plausible
explanations. The problems we observed, while often requiring some sort of
system change for resolution, were neither ill defined nor technically challeng-
ing. Instead, they were relatively straightforward and embedded in routine
processes; typical examples included missing medications. regular-diet food trays
being delivered for diabetic patients, insufficient supplies, and a lack of necessary
medical orders for patient care. '
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It is also not because nurses are uncommitted, lazy, or incompetent. The
nurses studied were extremely dedicated and capable, often possessing advanced
degrees and all had worked more than three years an their unit. Nine out of ten
nurses whom we observed for an entire shift stayed an average of 45 minutes
after their shift had ended—without extra pay—to complete thelr patient care
duties. They ate their lunches in much less time than allotted and postponed
taking personal breaks in order to provide the care they [elt their patients
deserved. One nurse, who worked from
7:00 A M. until 7:00 BM. called the unitat  The lack of organizational learming

4:00 AM. after waking up, suddenly Fai :
remembering something she had forgatten from failures can be explained by

to tell the nurse whao took over caring for an emphasis on individual
her patietits.

The lack of organizational learning vigilance, unit efficiency concerns,

from failures can be explained instead by and empowerment,
three less obvious, even counterintuitive,

reasons. an emphasis on individual vigilance tn health care, unit efficlency con-
cerns, and empowerment (or a widely shared goal of developing units that can

function without direct managerial assistance}. These three factors, while seem-
ingly beneficlal for nurses and patients alike, can ironically leave nurses under-
supported and overwhelmed in a system bound to have breakdowns because of
the need to provide individualized treatments for patients.

First, individual vigilance—an industry norm that encourages nurses and
ather health care professionals to take personal responsibility to solve problems
as they arlse—is explicitly developed and highly valued in health care organiza-
tians. Counterintultively, this can create barriers to organizational improvement
because, in addition to encouraging individuals to be alert to things that can go
wrong and to quickly take action, norms of individual vigilance encourage inde-
pendence, Each caregiver thus tends to work on completing her or his own tasks
without altering commaon underlylng processes, Nurses are allowed, and even
encouraged, to resolve problems independently without having to consider the
impact on the system. In this way, problems of missing supplies or equipment
tend to be resalved by taking the necessary ilems from somewhere else, hence
creating another problem downstream. We found that nurses’ problem-solving
action tended to be directed at meeting immediate needs of patients; its scope
rarely included assessing or remedying underlying causes—even when similar
prablems were confronted consecutively—making the chances of spurring orga-
nizational improvement and change through such efforts remote.

Second, nursing units were designed to maximize individual unit effi-
ciency. Nursing labor is expensive and in short supply. Understandably, hospitals
can il afford to have nurses routinely working with slack resources. This staffing
model leads to an organizational design where workers do not have time (o
resive underlying causes of problems that arise in daily activities. Instead,
nurses are barely able to keep up with the required responsibilities and are in
essence forced to quickly patch problems so they can complete their immediate
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responsibllities. Thus, in this situation it is possible for an individual worker to
he working non-stop while the content of the work technically adds little value
to the custorer's experience because of the amount of rework and unnecessary
steps.

Third, empowerment of workers has been cited as a solution for quality
and productivity problems.'” The flip side of empowerment, however, is the
removal of managers and other non-direct labor support from daily work activi-
ties, leaving workers an their own to resolve problems that may stem from parts
of the organization with which they have limited interaction. Reducing the
degree to which managers are available to front-line staff can be a loss for
improvement efforts, especially when workers are already overburdened by
existing duties. Managers tend to have a broader perspective than line workers,
possess status necessary Lo resolve problems that cross organizational bound-
aries, and are capable of Implementing solutlons on a wider basis. This s not ta
say that nurses are not capable of engaging in such activities, but rather that the
immediate nature of their duties precludes them from spending large amounts
of time away from patient care. Without a readily available nurse manager. they
are left without anyone (o assist them in making these connections,

An lllusory Equilibrium Created by
Responses to Process Failures

When a problem arises, a worker needs to engage in first-order problem
solving merely to be able to continue his or her duties. First-order problem solv-
ing, however, does not alter the underlying conditions that pave rise (o barriers
to task completion, and so the failure, or one just like 1t, is likely to recur. This
means that although the behavior appears to provide a solution, the solution, In
fact, is a temporary measuse, As a model of this dynamic phenomenon, Figure 1
depicts the causal relationships between these constructs.

The iterative relationship between problems (recognized by workers on
the job as "barriers ta task completion”} and worker response {first-order prob-
lem-solving effort) is a dynamic structure of the type that researchers who study
the dynamic properties of organizational systems have called a “balancing
loop.""* How it works is that the emergence of a problem (some disruption or
harrier that would otherwise preclude the continuity of patient care} increases
the chances {indicated by a plus sign in the thick arrow at the top of Figure 1]
of a particular response—a first-order problem-solving effort. In turn, when this
response successfully patches the problem, it reduces or removes the barrier
{indicated by a minus sign next to the other thick arrow}, allowing the caregiver
to continde the patient care task.

This is a system In apparent balance. A problem shows up, action is taken,
and the obstacle is gone—at least temporarily. As depicted in Figure 1, however,
an Increase in first-order problem solving actually redures the likelihood that
underlying causes will be addressed. First, the more effort expended in first-
order problem solving, the less likely he or she is to have and take time to
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FIGURE 1. Wodel of First-Order and Second-Order Probiem-Sohving Behavior
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engage in second-order problem-solving behavior. Because first-order problem
solving takes time, it can leave workers with less flexibility to investigate causes
and negodate potential countermeasures,

A more subtle mechanism through which second-order problem-solving
effort is reduced is the feelings of gratification that nurses report when effec-
tively overcoming problems on their own. One nurse expressed her satisfaction
when she was able (o resolve issues that were preventing her from caring for
her patients, "] have a lot of job satisfaction when I go home and I feel like I
did everything that a patient needed and was entitled to. Even the Httle things,"
Ironically, this rewarding feeling of competence and self-sufficiency tends to
further decrease the chances of expending effort to get others involved, as
needed for second-order problem solving—and so the rate of fallure emergence
is not reduced. This is also depicted in Figure 1, in the positive link between
effective [irst-order problem solving and warker feelings of gratification.

In most hospitals, organizational cullure and management behaviors
tend to reinforce this already-robust system of Individual vigilance. Seventy
percent of the nurses we interviewed commented that they belleved their man-
ager expected them to work through the daily disruptions on thelr own, Speak-
ing up about a problem or asking for help was likely to be seen as a sipn of
incompetence. As one nurse interviewed explained. "My manager is not inter-
ested in hearing about things if they are small. If I went to her with a small
problem, she would say, "Solve it yourself.” To get any attention [rom managers,
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problems have to be something that is out of your hands—something vou can't
salve on your own.”

Further, to those directly involved, things seem to be working reasanably
well, Tt Is stressful, but basically in balance. The catch is—because first-order
problem solving 1s time-consuming and tring—over time, burnout bepins to
take its toll on the system. This ime defay is represented in Figure 1 by two
slash marks between first-order problem-solving effort and burnout, This symbal
indicates that first-order problem-solving behavior leads to burnout—but not
immediately. Frustration and exhaustion accumulate over time, Not surprisingly,
worker burnout then further decreases the chances of effortful engagement in

second-order problem solving (another
Ower time, therefore, the apparent  causal arrow marked by a minus sign in
Figure 1}, In addition, less effort on second-
order problem solving means its effective-
as illusory. Workers experience an  ness or ability to reduce latent failures also
poes dowrn. To illustrate this, In our study,
one nurse said, "I am quite burned out as a
exhaustion and, in some cases, whole with nursing. 1 would guit tomorrow
if 1 could find decent work with health
insurance—even for less pay.”

balance of this system is revealed

increasing sense of frustration,

leave the organization—worn out

by the task of swimming Over time, therefore, the apparent

balance of this system is revealed as {llusory.

Workers experience an increasing sense of

tide of small, annoying problems.  frustration, exhaustion and. in some cases,

leave the organization—worn out by the

task of swimming upstream against an incessant tide of small, annoyling prob-
lems. Across the health care delivery Industry. this phenomenaon is contributing
to unaccepiably high levels of turnover in many organizations and (o
widespread nursing shortages.'

upstream against an incessant
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