
Background

Building a culture of customer service was named a 
strategic priority for the former Capital Health, now the 
Central Zone of Nova Scotia Health Authority, in 2012. 
However, implementation of the Communicate with 
HEART™ program did not begin until February 2014.

GOAL:  Patients, families and communities report 
customer service interactions with Capital Health 
employees and physicians meet or exceed their 
expectations.

MEASURE:  Percentage of participants in the patient 
experience survey who respond at the top of the 
positive scale (4/4) to a set of customer service-
related questions.

BASELINE:  Inpatient:  29.1 per cent (2012)

      Ambulatory Care:  61.9 per cent (2012)

TARGET:  To increase by 20 percentage points in 
three years the proportion of patients responding 
4/4 on customer service survey items.

INTERIM GOALS:  Y1 – 5 percentage points;  
Y2 – 10 percentage points; Y3 – 5 percentage points

Training
Twenty passionate, skilled and committed staff 
facilitators from a variety of backgrounds, experiences 
and levels of the organization began rolling out the 
mandatory Communicate with HEART™ program in 
February 2014 to employees, physicians, learners 
and volunteers. Facilitators continue to be an integral 
component of the model; active recruitment for new 
facilitators will be ongoing. As of June 15, 2015:

•  7,104 staff have completed START with Heart® 
upfront customer service training  (444 sessions)

•  3,408 staff have completed Respond with HEART® 
service recovery training  (215 sessions)

http://www.nshealth.ca

Quantitative results

The year one goal was to increase by five percentage points 
the proportion of patients responding 4/4 on customer service 
survey items. From 2012 to 2014, results moved from 29.1 
per cent to 33.7 per cent (4.6 percentage point increase over 
baseline). Since customer service training did not begin until 
February 2014, the more telling comparison may be between 
2013 results (27.4 per cent) and 2014 results (33.7 per cent), an 
increase of 6.3 percentage points.

Statistically, outpatient results have remained the same, 
pointing to the need for greater focus in this area.

Patient experience surveys were conducted in Q1, Q2 and Q3 
in Capital Health (now the Central Zone of Nova Scotia Health 
Authority).

Time 1 = April 2012 to December 2012

Time 2 = April 2013 to December 2013

Time 3 = April 2014 to December 2014
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Staff experience
When asked in a three-month followup survey if they were using what they learned in actual work situations, staff responded as 
follows:
• START with Heart® – 42 per cent agreed, 22.5 per cent strongly agreed
• Respond with HEART® – 44.25 per cent agreed, 31.26 per cent strongly agreed

Patient experience

Pauline Dufour, diagnostic imaging technician, Dartmouth General Hospital — On the difference she feels in herself and her 
work since taking the program:

Josh MacDonald,  supervisor, Blood Collection Services — On using what he learned in Respond with HEART® in a situation 
where a patient was upset:

Lindi Barkhouse, manager, Community Transitions Unit:

http://www.nshealth.ca

“  I even see a change in everybody, in other departments. When I started my career, everyone always said good 
morning. I find that’s starting to come about again…I don’t find I’m dragging myself to work. I have a little more 
pride in myself. How you treat somebody is what’s going to come back. It’s nice to get back to the health care – to 
what we’re all about.”

“ Yes, health care in Nova Scotia and in Canada is in crisis, but it costs nothing and has zero affect on wait times to treat everyone 
with compassion and respect. Your hospital is succeeding in doing this and should be held as an example to others.” 

 – Patient to the emergency department team at Cobequid Community Health Centre

“  I can honestly say that every single person I spoke to (and believe me, I think I have spoken to everyone many times) treated 
me with patience and kindness.” 

 – Family member to the Voice Services team at the QEII Health Sciences Centre

“ Everyone involved with (my wife’s) care was fantastic, efficient, empathetic and knowledgeable.” 
 – Family member to the emergency department team at Dartmouth General Hospital 

“  It all turned around when I was able to identify that emotion and acknowledge it. His whole demeanor changed. 
We were finally able to have a back and forth conversation. It felt good that I was able to remember what to do 
even in the heat of the moment.”

“  One of the reasons this team is embracing the START with Heart® program is because of the nature of working with 
patients who are vulnerable. This team understands the impact of non-verbal communication. Programs like this 
one help us remember all of the little things.”


