
H ospitals and health systems 
have always played a unique 
role in our society and in the 

health of their communities. Improving 
the health of the community is the 
driving mission for most, if not all, 
hospitals and health systems. Health 
equity is closely aligned with that 
mission. Boards of trustees, along with 
senior management, share the 
responsibility for setting overall 
organizational strategy. Significant 
disparities in health outcomes across 
our society have led boards and leaders 
to focus on health equity as a strategic 
priority. 

 

Understanding Health Equity 

Twenty years ago, the Institute of 
Medicine urged a call to action to 
improve the American health care 
system. Its influential report, Crossing 
the Quality Chasm: A New Health 
System for the 21st Century, addressed 

six key dimensions in which our 
overall health care system functions at 
far lower levels than it should. Its aims 
for improvement stressed that quality 
health care should be safe, effective, 
patient-centered, timely, efficient, and 
equitable.1  

Although considerable progress has 
been made in most of these quality 
dimensions over the past two decades, 
the sixth dimension – equitable (or 
equity) – has lagged behind the others. 
Equity is defined as 
everyone having a fair and 
just opportunity to be as 
healthy as possible.1 This 
requires removing 
obstacles to health such as 
poverty and 
discrimination, as well as 
lack of access to good jobs 
with fair pay, quality 
education and housing, 
safe environments, and 
health care.2 Health equity 

remains a complex and persistent 
societal challenge. 

Every community experiences health 
inequities—the uneven distribution of 
social and economic resources that 
impact an individual’s health. The 
unavoidable cost related to a lack of 
health equity includes the medical 
costs related to preventable chronic 
disease and the overutilization of 
health care resources. More 
importantly, health inequities have a 
devastating effect on the ability of all 
people in our communities to live their 
healthiest and best lives.3 

 

What Contributes to Health 
Inequity? 

In the U.S. each year, millions of 
people face food insecurity, 
homelessness, or an inability to access 
medical care, sometimes simply due to 

(Continued on page 3) 

Advancing Healthier, More 
Equitable Communities 

The sobering fact of health inequity has been spotlighted 
through the recent experience of COVID-19 infections and 
racial injustice in the United States. As a result, boards and 
senior leaders are deepening their commitment to advancing 
health equity. Moving forward has significant implications that 
are important for trustees to understand.  

(Continued on page 3) 
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FOR YOUR AGENDA 

Do you have ideas for future issues of Trustee Minutes? 
Our goal is to provide you with the information and knowledge you need to lead your hospitals forward in today’s rapidly changing environment. Tell us what you think, 
and what you’d like to see in future issues. Write or call: Craig Borchard,100 E. Grand Ave, Suite 100, Des Moines, IA  50309, 515-288-1955, 
BorchardC@ihaonline.org. 

Telehealth, EMS and election law wins in 2021 legislation session 
IHA’s government relations team celebrated several wins during the 2021 legislative session that wrapped up in early May. IHA 
advocated for a variety of issues including telehealth parity, EMS services as an essential service and election laws affecting public 
hospital trustee candidates. 

Half of Iowa’s hospitals are public hospitals, governed by either a city or county, so changes in candidate filing deadlines affect IHA 
members statewide. In this year’s legislative session, IHA successfully achieved a permanent change to the filing deadline for trustees 
serving on public hospital boards. Work on this issue began in 2020 after a bill had passed in the previous session that moved the filing 
deadline for candidates, including public hospital trustee candidates, to March rather than the usual deadline closer to the general 
election. In 2020, IHA successfully advocated to temporarily move the candidate filing deadline back to the fall. With the passage of 
Senate File 568 this year, the filing deadline permanently returns to 69 days before the general election.  

Gov. Kim Reynolds signed Senate File 619, which included requirements for telehealth mental health services to be provided at the same 
payment rate and in the same manner as if the service were provided in person. The bill also shifted funding for mental health services 
from the mental health and disability regions to the state general fund. 

IHA also was pleased Senate File 615, which eases the process for declaring emergency medical services an essential service, passed this 
session. Now, city councils, EMS district trustees or county boards of supervisors can declare EMS an essential service without first 
being petitioned by voters. The bill also extends the sunset period for counties, with the 11 most-populous counties having 10 years and 
the remaining counties 15 years. 

IHA encourages you and all hospital advocates to continue building relationships with legislators in the interim. These months are a good 
time for you to connect. Let your state senators and state representatives know the impact of legislative proposals on your community. 
To learn more about how you can better advocate for Iowa’s hospitals, go to IHA’s website at www.IHAOnline.org, click the 
Advocacy tab and click Advocacy Resources. 

IHA Annual Meeting to offer governance sessions 
The IHA Annual Meeting, Shaping the Future of Health Care, is virtual again this year providing easy and convenient access for 
members during and after the meeting. Each day of the annual meeting will begin with keynotes: 

 Sal Giunta, Medal of Honor recipient and Iowa native. 
 Jane Pauley, host of CBS Sunday Morning. 
 Ben Hammersley, contributing editor of WIRED Magazine. 

Further, you will have the chance to participate in breakout sessions designed for trustees, including two that will help you lead your 
organizations into a post-pandemic world: 

 Is Your Board Ready for What’s Next? – Kimberly Russell, FACHE, CEO, Russel Advisers, Omaha, Nebraska. This session 
will identify and explore questions for board deliberation in the context of the post-pandemic era. 

 Executive Leadership Development Through Improved Self-awareness – Don Varnum, MBA, Executive Coach, Varnum 
Group, Ankeny. This session will provide a deeper understanding of ways to continually develop your self-awareness, 
understand your blind spots and improve culture in your organization. 

Keep up to date with the latest announcements about the 2021 annual meeting by visiting https://www.ihaonline.org/education/iha-
annual-meeting/. 

Register for IHERF Swinging for Scholars 
After a year off, IHERF’s 14th Annual Swinging for Scholars golf event is back on Thursday, Sept. 2. The event will look a little different 
this year but will still give you the chance to recognize IHERF scholarship recipients and enjoy a day out on the beautiful fairways of the 
Tournament Club of Iowa. 

Brunch will kick off the day followed by a recognition ceremony for scholarship recipients. New to the agenda this year will be the IHA 
all-district meeting. IHA Board Chair Jason Harrington and IHA President and CEO Kirk Norris will present the IHA joint boards retreat 
summary and IHA’s 2021/2022 strategic direction. Golf will begin at 11:30 am followed by dinner and golf awards at 5 pm. 

Registration is $150 for individuals and $550 for a foursome. Hospital sponsorships of $1,000 include meals, green fees, golf cart and the 
registration for a foursome. 

For more information about Swinging for Scholars and the all-district meeting, visit https://www.ihashare.org/events/IHERF2021.pdf. 
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lack of transportation. For the elderly 
on fixed incomes, the high price of 
prescriptions, vision care, or dental 
care may make it difficult for them to 
access needed services. Families may 
lack health insurance or the ability to 
navigate the health system due to 
language barriers. Some communities 
live in what are termed “food deserts,” 
lacking in available fresh fruits and 
vegetables, resulting in an over-
reliance on fast food. Social isolation 
or housing in areas where violence has 
become a regular occurrence also 
impacts overall health.  

 

How Much of a Problem are 
Disparities? 

Although health inequity was 
identified as one of the top six issues 
by the Institute of Medicine back in 
2001, the COVID-19 pandemic greatly 

elevated the depth of the challenge. 
According to the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), Black, 
Latino, and American Indian or Alaska 
Native people are disproportionately 
affected by COVID-19, often having 
three times the rate of hospitalization 
and double the death rates as their 
white counterparts. This disparity was 
demonstrated in a widespread manner 
that spans the country, throughout 
hundreds of counties in urban, 
suburban and rural areas, and across all 
age groups.4 

Experts cite many possible reasons for 
disparities, including what are often 
referred to as social determinants of 
health, defined by the World Health 
Organization (WHO) as the 
circumstances in which people are 
born, grow up, live, work and age, and 
the systems put in place to deal with 
illness.5  Examples of social 
determinants that may have impacted 

coronavirus infection rates include 
multi-generational or crowded housing, 
food insecurity, lack of health 
insurance, essential jobs that cannot be 
done remotely, and use of public 
transportation. 

Some research demonstrates that up to 
80% of health outcomes are driven by 
these social determinants. The 
American Hospital Association (AHA) 
adapted the World Health Organization 
definition in its framework to 
understand these important factors, 
which include housing, food, education 
transportation, violence, social support, 
employment, and health behaviors.6 

 

The Board’s Leadership Role 
in Advancing Health Equity 
Hospitals and health systems alone 
cannot address all the social 
determinants of health. However, they 

(Continued from page 1) 

Source: governWell, 2020. www.governwell.net.  
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can have a substantial impact. The 
specific approaches will vary greatly 
depending on the organization and the 
needs of the communities served. 

How does the board promote and 
advance health equity? Boards, senior 
executives and clinical leaders set the 
mission, values and strategic priorities 
for the organization, playing a critical 
role in ensuring that health equity is in 
some way addressed, with defined 
improvement actions and metrics to 
measure progress. 

Conducting a Community Health 
Needs Assessment. An excellent place 
to start is with a community health 
needs assessment that many hospitals 
conduct every three years. This 
assessment is a federal requirement for 
all tax-exempt hospitals and requires 
the hospital to: define its community; 
identify and engage 
stakeholders; collect and analyze 
data; prioritize community health 
issues; document and communicate 
results; and plan and implement 
strategies to address these needs 
and evaluate progress.7 

Building a Deeper Understanding of 
Needs. Many hospitals use other tools, 
such as the County Health Rankings 
and Roadmap, to assist them in 
developing their triennial 
assessment.8  Information on a wide 
spectrum of variables, such as racial, 
ethnic, education, and language 
demographics of the community, along 
with data on factors such as average 
life expectancy, chronic disease rates, 
violence, substance abuse, obesity, 
food insecurity, tobacco use, poverty 
levels, and unemployment will help the 
hospital identify the most urgent unmet 
health needs in the community. 
Feedback from trusted community 

stakeholders will also contribute to a 
deeper understanding of community 
needs.  

The assessment will also identify 
potential partnership opportunities for 
the hospital in the community, such as 
with Federally Qualified Health 
Centers, county or city health 
departments, food pantries, homeless 
shelters, faith communities, and social 
service organizations.  

Equity Pledge. Another example of a 
specific strategy that many hospitals 
have undertaken is the 
#123forEquityPledge—an initiative of 
the American Hospital Association and 
the Institute for Diversity and Health 
Equity. The pledge asks hospital and 
health system leaders to work to ensure 
that every person in every community 
receives high-quality, equitable and 
safe care. Hospitals and health systems 
that take the pledge can also report 
their specific actions, challenges, and 
results to share and learn from and with 
other organizations.9 

IHI Framework. One approach to 
consider using is the Institute for 
Healthcare Improvement white paper, 
Achieving Health Equity: A Guide for 
Health Care Organizations.10 The 
framework provides five key 
components for health care 
organizations to improve health equity 
in the communities they serve:  

 Make health equity a strategic 
priority. 

 Develop structure and processes to 
support health equity at work. 

 Deploy specific strategies to 
address the determinants of health 
on which the health care 
organization can have a direct 
impact. 

 Decrease institutional racism 
within the organization. 

 Develop partnerships with 
community organizations to 
improve health and equity. 

 

Health Equity: Questions for Board Consideration 

 Is health equity a strategic priority for our hospital or health system? 

 How does our board promote and advance health equity? 

 Does our hospital or health system have strategies in place to partner with 
organizations that represent and serve diverse groups in our community? 

 How is the diversity of the communities we serve reflected in our board’s 
composition and the senior management team? 

 Has a team from our organization met with community leaders to seek their advice 
on how to work together to address the health inequities in the communities we 
serve? 

 Does our organization emphasize the importance of accurate, consistent, and 
systematic collection of data on patients? 

 Does our organization monitor our patient population to properly care for and serve 
gender, racial, ethnic, language, religious, and socio-economic differences and 
needs? 
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Meaningful, Measurable 
Goals 

Although it will be up to senior 
management and clinical leaders to 
ensure that the strategic improvement 
activities are implemented in practice, 
the board is responsible for seeing 
that the plans are being followed. 
Metrics should be established in 
advance to evaluate progress toward 
goals. This performance data should be 
reported to the board or its designated 
committees (such as Quality, Strategic 
Planning, or Community Outreach) at 
defined intervals, such as quarterly. 
Data that the board will want to 
monitor will depend on the specific 
improvement initiatives that are 
underway, and with enough specificity 
to identify trends and gaps.  

Even the most well-intentioned effort 
to reduce disparities is less likely to 
succeed if it’s not part of a 
broader culture of equity. When staff 
recognize that disparities exist within 
the organization and view inequality as 
an injustice that must be redressed, that 
organization has a strong culture of 
equity.11 

Prioritizing 
Collaboration 
Individual health care 
organizations cannot 
independently do everything 
that is needed to fulfill their 
mission commitment to the 
community and health equity. 
Thinking and operating 
independently fails to leverage 
and maximize the opportunities 
that come with joint efforts and 
shared resources. These 
realities are prompting 

hospitals and health systems to develop 
partnerships with a wide range of other 
agencies, including public health, 
social service organizations and other 
hospitals in their communities.  

Developing and governing successful 
community partnerships requires high 
levels of trust and engagement among 
community agencies and 
organizations, coupled with the ability 
to envision a future where health and 
health care looks different and is better 
than it is today.  

There is no single model of partnership 
or governance that will meet each 
community’s unique needs. As boards 
evaluate and prioritize the 
community’s needs and the depth of 
the organization’s resources, trustees 
must know the power and potential of 
leveraging community partnerships can 
help to fulfill the organization’s 
mission and commitment to achieving 
health equity. 

Funding Health Equity 
Initiatives 
A major responsibility of the hospital 
board is to ensure that strategic 
activities are adequately funded, 
including those addressing health 
equity. This will require the board and 
senior management to carefully 
consider and prioritize what is feasible 
to accomplish, weighing community 
needs with financial capabilities. The 
hospital may need to seek external 
grant funding or philanthropy in order 
to fund health equity initiatives, 
something that board members may be 
called upon to support. 

This content was developed by governWell, www.governwell.net. 

Sources and More Information 
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T he board sets the quality and 
safety goals and holds the 
administration and medical 

staff accountable to achieve them. The 
board is also responsible for 
credentialing and re-credentialing of 
the medical staff, which includes not 
only physicians but non-physicians 
who provide a medical level of care 
when diagnosing and treating patients 
(including advance practice nurses, 
physician assistance, psychologists, 
and others). 

The Current State of Safety 
in Hospitals 

Health care in America is criticized for 
its high cost and low quality. When the 
Institute of Medicine (now called the 
National Academy of Medicine or 
NAM) published its report To Err is 
Human in 1999, it estimated between 
44,000—98,000 people died in 
hospitals annually as a result of 
preventable medical errors. Since that 
report, other reports have been 
published estimating there are 
significantly more preventable deaths 
annually, and still others calculating 
the large amount of financial “waste” 
that takes place in the U.S. health care 
system.1 

For example, research indicates that 
about one in ten patients in the U.S. 
develop an adverse event during 
hospitalization (such as a health care 
acquired infection or preventable 
adverse drug event). Another study 
found that half of all surgeries had a 
medication error or adverse drug 
event.9 

According to research published in the 
Journal of the American Medical 
Association (JAMA), waste accounts 
for approximately one-quarter of U.S. 
health care spending. The authors 
estimated the waste to be between 
$760 billion—$935 billion annually.  
Because no other country spends more 
on health care than the United States, 
these numbers seem all 
the more impactful.2  

Health care leaders are 
working to reduce waste 
and errors, and public and 
elected officials are 
concerned and taking 
action. Yet errors occur in 
hospitals every day. 
Regardless of the nature 
or scope, medical errors 
significantly impact 
quality of care, patient 

satisfaction, medical staff and 
employee morale, cost of care, 
insurance contracts, and 
reimbursement.   

Boards of trustees must take strong, 
organized action to establish and 
nurture an organizational 
accountability and culture that 
continually seeks to improve quality 
and patient safety at every turn. Board 
members individually, and collectively, 
can make a big difference in quality 
and patient safety.  

The ultimate goal of excellent care is 
zero harm. The Joint Commission 
describes the process of achieving zero 
harm through highly reliable care. In 
health care, that means that care is 
consistently excellent and safe across 
all services and settings.3 

Understanding Systemic 
Challenges 

The health care system has wide-
ranging opportunity for improvements 
to be made relating to lack of 
leadership, lack of a safety-focused 
culture, lack of sustaining 
improvements, and inadequate 
systems. 

Effective Leadership on Quality 
and Patient Safety Starts with 

Understanding the Board’s Role 
Oversight of quality and safety is a board responsibility that 
extends across the organization. It cannot be delegated.  
Accountability in quality and safety encompasses all of the 
services that the organization provides, well beyond the four 
walls of the hospital.  

BOARDROOM BASICS 
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Physicians and nurses do their best 
every day to provide great care in the 
very complex environment of health 
care. The majority of errors are caused 
by health care systems or processes 
which are faulty, too complicated, or 
fragmented.   

For example, medications have brand 
names and generic names, and the 
names may look and sound different.  
In addition, packaging changes, labels, 
and variations in dosages (such as pill 
vs. injection) can cause confusion.  
“Look-alike, sound-alike” drugs aptly 
describes this challenge, and it is no 
wonder that adverse drug events are 
the most common type of health care 
adverse event. 

Understanding the nature of system 
failure and fragmentation, boards must 
ask: “What can our hospital do to 
improve our systems to support safe, 
high quality care?”  

Quality and Patient Safety 
are Job One 

Too often boards of trustees assume 
that quality and safety problems are 
not an issue unless they hear otherwise. 
Boards should ask questions to identify 
areas with the greatest need for 
improvement. Questions boards should 
be asking include: 

 How good is our quality? How do 
we know?   

 Where do we want our quality to 
be, and by when? How do we 
sustain our quality improvements? 

 What is our “culture” of quality 
and safety? Are errors reported, 
including by management to the 
board? 

 What does the public expect from 
us? 

 What should we be measuring?   

 Do we publicly disclose our 
quality and safety performance, 
and to what degree? 

 What quality and safety issues are 
emerging as areas we should begin 
to address? 

Boards of trustees should embrace 
their role in patient safety for moral, 
ethical, legal, and financial reasons.  
Board members must understand that 
they are liable for the care provided; 
that medical errors significantly impact 
health care costs; and that better 
patient quality and patient safety are 
key components of “staying on top” in 
a highly competitive environment.   

Patients have the right and expectation 
to receive excellent care regardless of 
the size of their health care provider.  
Board accountability for quality and 
safety is the same regardless of the size 
of the organization.  

Board Liability. It is ultimately the 
board’s responsibility to ensure that 
their organization is taking clear, 
appropriate measures to provide the 
safest health care in the most efficient 
and effective manner. By 
understanding where quality and safety 
risks are emerging, the board can 
proactively take steps to eradicate or 
prevent errors from happening. This 
essential connection between risk 
management and quality improvement 
is key for boards to understand.  

As a result, continually seeking 
education about current trends and 
implications must be a board priority. 
Boards should regularly review key 

Six Aims for the Health Care 
System 

The Institute of Medicine (now the 
National Academy of Medicine) helps 

boards by defining “six aims” for the 

health care system. These are six areas 

hospital trustees and leaders should 

watch for in their organization as care is 

discussed. 4  

 Safe: Avoiding harm to patients from 

the care that is intended to help 

them.  

 Effective: Providing services based 

on scientific knowledge to all who 
could benefit and refraining from 

providing services to those not likely 

to benefit.  

 Patient-centered: Providing care 

that is respectful of and responsive 

to individual patient preferences, 
needs, and values and ensuring that 

patient values guide all clinical 

decisions.  

 Timely: Reducing waits and 

sometimes harmful delays for both 

those who receive and those who 
give care.  

 Efficient: Avoiding waste, including 

waste of equipment, supplies, ideas, 

and energy.  

 Equitable: Providing care that does 

not vary in quality because of 

personal characteristics such as 

gender, ethnicity, geographic 

location, and socioeconomic status.  

Board members must have measures 

that demonstrate how their organization 
is performing in each of these six areas. 
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quality indicators, understand what 
they are measuring, and take corrective 
action when necessary. 

Cost. The cost of medical errors to the 
individual, health care system and 
society is significant. In addition to the 
costs already discussed, payers and 
large businesses are increasingly 
expecting health care partners to 
demonstrate high quality, efficient 
care. This has resulted in a growing 
number of providers being excluded 
from payer contracts.   

Quality and safety at a reasonable 
cost is fundamental to a health care 

provider’s survival. 

Competition. Although quality has 
traditionally been a matter of 
perception on the part of patients, an 
increasing number of organizations are 

publishing hospital quality ratings and 
report cards. While many of these 
agencies use different measures and 
definitions, awareness of quality and 
patient safety measurement is growing.  
Hospitals that encourage a culture of 
safety and move toward the goal of 
zero harm have an opportunity to not 

only improve patient care and reduce 
expenses, but to also build public trust, 
confidence, and business growth. In 
contrast, hospitals and health systems 
that do not put processes in place to 
reduce serious safety errors risk losing 
money, employees, consumer 
confidence, and market share. 

Sources and More Information 
1. Frankel A, Haraden C, Federico F, Lenoci-Edwards J. A Framework for Safe, Reliable, and Effective Care. White 

Paper. Cambridge, MA: Institute for Healthcare Improvement and Safe & Reliable Healthcare; 2017. www.ihi.org.  
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October 7, 2019. www.healthleadersmedia.com. 
3. Zero Harm: An Achievable Goal.  The Joint Commission.  Reprinted in Healthcare Executive, Mar/Apr 2018. 
4. Six Domains of Health Care Quality. Content last reviewed November 2018. Agency for Healthcare Research and 

Quality, Rockville, MD. www.ahrq.gov/talkingquality/measures/six-domains.html.  
5. Adler, Lee, et al. “Impact of Inpatient Harms on Hospital Finances and Patient Clinical Outcomes.” Journal of Patient 

Safety, 2015, p. 6., vol.0. 
6. Rodziewicz TL, Hipskind JE. Medical Error Prevention. [Updated 2019 May 5]. In: StatPearls [Internet]. Treasure 

Island (FL): StatPearls Publishing; 2020 Jan. www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK499956. 
7. 5 Million Lives Campaign.  How-to Guide: Governance Leadership.  Institute for Healthcare Improvement. www.ihi.org.  
8. National Quality Forum. Serious Reportable Events.  www.qualityforum.org/Topics/SREs/

Serious_Reportable_Events.aspx. 
9. Free from Harm. Accelerating Patient Safety Improvement Fifteen Years after To Err Is Human.  National Patient 

Safety Foundation. 2015.  

IHI: Board Actions to Improve Quality and Patient Safety 

The Institute for Healthcare Improvement has identified 15 specific governance behaviors that increase the odds of rapid quality 
improvement throughout hospitals and health systems. High achieving boards:7 

1. Set a clear direction for the organization and regularly monitor performance 

2. Take ownership of quality problems and make quality an agenda item at every board meeting 

3. Invest time in board meetings to understand the gap between current performance and the “best in class” 

4. Aggressively embrace transparency and publicly display performance data 

5. Partner closely with executives, physicians, nurses, and other clinical leadership in order to initiate and support changes in care 

6. Drive the organization to seek the regular input of patients, families, and staff, and they do the same themselves 

7. Review survey results on culture, satisfaction, experience of care, outcomes, and gaps at least annually 

8. Establish accountability for quality-of-care results at the CEO level, with a meaningful portion of compensation linked to it 

9. Establish sound oversight processes, relying on quality measurement reports and dashboards (“Are we achieving our goals?”) 

10. Require a commitment to safety in the job description of every employee and require an orientation to quality improvement aims, 
methods, and skills for all new board members, administrators, staff, and physicians 

11. Establish an interdisciplinary Board Quality Committee meeting at least four times a year with a board member sitting on the 
committee 

12. Bring knowledgeable quality leaders onto the board from both health care and other industries 

13. Set goals for the education of board members about quality and safety, and ensure compliance with these goals 

14. Hold crucial conversations about system failures that resulted in patient harm 

15. Allocate adequate resources to ongoing improvement projects and invest in building quality improvement across the organization 


