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New Business Trend Dramatically Improves Services at Mercy

Mercy Medical Center employs “Six Sigma” methods to serve patients more efficiently

CANTON, OH – You’ll get through a visit to the Emergency Room at Mercy Medical Center faster thanks to newly implemented business practices at the hospital. Mercy is using “Six Sigma” business strategies to improve patient services and efficiency. Developed by the Motorola Company and better known in the manufacturing industry, Six Sigma is a proven method of statistical analysis to improve processes and facilitate change. 

Mercy has put this data-driven system to work to help it discover areas that the hospital can serve patients more efficiently. After applying the improvement processes to its Emergency Department (ED), the hospital improved efficiency by more than 29 percent in one month, surpassing its own goal. By the six-month mark, the hospital was able to serve patients 34 percent faster and it continues to improve. 

As part of the key to this business strategy, a staff member from every job category of the ED was called upon to make up the Six Sigma team that worked together to define goals, analyze where the department could improve and implement the changes.  

Mercy has devoted numerous staff members to develop the Six Sigma program throughout the hospital. This includes three “Black Belts,” who have set aside their clinical duties at the hospital to go through training at Motorola University in California and direct major Six Sigma programs at Mercy full-time. Twelve additional employees have been trained as Six Sigma “Green Belts” to lead Six Sigma projects within their departments and dozens more employees are now working Six Sigma concepts into their daily activities. Mercy’s training with Motorola has been in partnership with Kent State University’s Stark Campus.

“We focus on what needs to be done to improve patient satisfaction,” said Linda Strub, a Six Sigma Black Belt who formerly served as Manager of Respiratory Care for Mercy. “The ‘voice of the customer’ is crucial to our work.” 

The Six Sigma process is composed of five steps: Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve and Control (DMAIC).  This involves defining the steps in a process, measuring performance and developing ways to improve the process under the direction of trained Six Sigma Green and Black Belts.

“The Six Sigma methods can be used in any industry,” said Brian Shaughnessy, Six Sigma Black Belt and formerly a Supervisor of Nuclear Medicine at the hospital.  “You can contour the Six Sigma process to fit your needs. It provides the structure to find areas in need of improvement. All decisions are based on the proven data within your organization, rather than assumptions.”

For the ED, the challenge was to find a way to treat non-acute patients faster. These are the patients with minor, not life-threatening emergencies that constitute about half the patients in the ED. The solution for Mercy was to divide the ED into two sides with a dedicated fast-track process to serve non-acute patients more quickly. The new system also enables staff to treat the more serious patients faster as well. The Six Sigma team continues to work on ED processes to improve services for patients. 

Mercy is also implementing the methods in a number of other hospital departments. The goals of these projects range from reducing patient wait times in Physical Therapy to going “paperless” in the Emergency Department to decreasing the cost of storing medical records.  All projects are helping the hospital to streamline activities, improve organization and reduce time and costs.

“Our Six Sigma team is also working with Radiology to develop ways to reduce the time it takes to process patient diagnostics,” said Maria Thompson, Six Sigma Black Belt, formerly a Manager of Homecare. “Our ED is now able to get results from Radiology 20 percent faster, and patients in need of CT scans are now able to be seen sooner and receive their results faster.”

These improvements in Radiology were the result of simple process changes. The department identified a more proficient way to transport patients as well as a minor change in how its medical staff handles paperwork that resulted in greater efficiencies.

“The Six Sigma processes are all patient-focused,” said Shaughnessy. “It’s all about improving the experience for the patients and new projects are always on the horizon.”

Mercy Medical Center, along with the Sisters of Charity of St. Augustine Health System and University Hospitals Health System, operates a 476-bed hospital serving Stark, Carroll, Wayne, Holmes and Tuscarawas Counties and parts of Southeastern Ohio. It has 550 physicians on its Medical Staff and employs 2,600 people. Mercy operates outpatient health centers in Carrollton, Dover, Jackson Township, Louisville and North Canton. A faith-based, Catholic hospital, Mercy Medical Center upholds the mission and philosophy of the Sisters of Charity of St. Augustine and continues to be responsive to the needs of the community, including the provision of care to all, regardless of their ability to pay. For more information, see www.cantonmercy.com.
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