
A RADICAL PROPOSAL

Transforming 
Patient & Family Engagement

February 15, 2024 | 10 – 11am 



Agenda Today

FIRST…  
With gratitude to Optima and Haley 
Flower for bringing us together!

FOR… 
A radical proposal to re-boot 
“engagement” to achieve safer care

Practical tips & tools to get there: 
simple, do-able, economical! 



Background

▪ 20+ years in market research, 
Fortune 500 clients

▪ Thousands of focus groups! 
(hundreds of surveys) 

▪ All laser focused on language

▪ How language impacts attitudes 
and behaviors

▪ Left behind for…
Karen Curtiss
Board Certified Patient Advocate
Certified Patient Experience Coach
Founder, The Care Partner Project
Formerly, President, Strategic Research Family healthcare crisis
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I P F :  
Devastating Diagnosis
Successful lung transplant at SuperStar

CURED!

Bill Aydt, married to Margaret 51 years
6 children, 9 grandchildren  

Fall

VAP

MRSA

C diff

DVT

PE

MRSA…again

C diff…again

Step 2 Pressure 
Wound



I P F :  
CURED!

OUTCOME
7 months and 1 day

Never left the hospital

Family bedside every day

Highly “engaged” 

Completely clueless
Bill Aydt, married to Margaret 51 years

6 children, 9 grandchildren  
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Shared Grief
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“We cannot 

solve our 

problems with 

the same 

thinking we 

used when we 

created them.”

—Albert Einstein

©2024 The Care Partner Project



Problems to solve… 

▪ ZERO education on how to be a patient

▪ ZERO education on health care systems

▪ Almost ZERO common vocabulary between patients and clinicians

▪ Unbalanced power relationship between patients and providers 

▪ Almost ZERO resources to remedy, either by patients or clinicians

▪ Patients and clinicians alike can be severely compromised: 

stress, sleep, nutrition (and more for patients)
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Let’s cure the root cause with new thinking…

▪ Healthcare literacy must improve significantly for truly meaningful 

engagement to occur – especially for patient safety.

▪ Healthcare literacy must be a cultural imperative. 

▪ Healthcare literacy begins with hospitals, trusted partners to the 

greatest number and most vulnerable.

A Radical 
Solution
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“We have trained, hired, and rewarded 

people to be cowboys, but it is pit 

crews that we need – pit crews for 

patients.” — Atul Gawande, MD

Inspiration
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Train these pit crews for patients. 
Who could be more patient-centered?

A Good 
Solution
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“Everyone who is receiving treatment from the health care 

system needs an advocate — that is, someone (whether 

family, friend or a professional) to provide support to the 

patient and family, and to guard against any of the many 

mishaps that make medical error one of the leading 

causes of preventable death in this country.” 

Endorsed
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Grief into Good
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Checklists put everyone on the same page for patients

✔ Self-guided 

✔ Directed to Care Partners

✔ “On the fly”/”just-in-time” learning

✔ Quick, simple information

✔ Simple “To-do’s” that activate 
toward results

✔ Cover 3 learning styles
(using accessible electronic formatting)

For Safer Care
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Validation

The Keystone Study

▪ Checklists virtually eliminated 

CLABSIs in ICU’s in University of 

Michigan Hospitals. 

▪ Checklists reduced mortality rate 

overall by 10% in the system.

Why not checklists for the 
“pit crews” for patients?

“Safety Checklist Use Yields 10 Percent Drop in Hospital Deaths”, 
John Hopkins, Release Date Of 02/14, Peter Pronovost et al.TheCarePartnerProject.org



How to Activate Safe 
Care With Partners
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▪ Agree on communication goals, tools & resources

▪ Know your audience/s, get them involved 
(PFACs!)

▪ Key in on words that support your goals: words
shape perceptions and motivate actions! 

▪ Organize your words: compose and format 
with purpose (perceptions & behaviors)

▪ Speak to different learning styles: 
support your words with graphics 

▪ Distribute, share, promote!  

Your Own 
Checklist
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Communication 
Goals?

❑Trusted 

❑ Can be used with confidence

❑ Effective          Safe & Sound care 

Check the boxes that match your goals

❑ Welcoming 

❑ Direct, simple  

❑ Factual, accurate

❑ Easy to understand 

❑ Motivating, positive

❑ Promote Action

❑ Collaborative 
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Engagement

Engage

Educate 

INSTEAD OF… 

New Words for 
New Thinking

USE…

Activation

Activate

Inform 
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▪ PATIENT: person in your care

▪ FAMILY: anyone a patient trusts or relies 
on to help them

▪ CARE PARTNER: anyone a patient trusts 
who wishes to be helpful to patient and 
clinicians

▪ ADVOCATE: a professional patient support 
staff person or professional hired by the 
patient or family

Words for 
Partners in Care 
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More Words 
That Matter
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▪ Decubitus ulcer, 
pressure wound

▪ Heart Failure

▪ MRSA

▪ Isolation precautions

▪ Jaundice 

▪ Up fluids

▪ PCP 

CLINICIANS SAY EVERYONE ELSE…

▪ Bed sore 

▪ OMG!!!! About to die! 

▪ Infection, bad germs, “staff” 

▪ ????

▪ Yellow

▪ Drink more water

▪ Main doctor (or… 
angel dust, a street drug)
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“Plain language lets people read with less 

effort. It reduces frustration and makes it 

easier for people to access services. 

“People also trust information 

that’s easy to understand.”

State of California, Design Systems
https://designsystem.webstandards.ca.gov/style/content/write-in-plain-language/index.html
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Writing Tips

▪ Simple, short sentences — but not brusque! (It’s an art.)

▪ Active voice  

▪ Avoid compound phrases

▪ Plain terms, 6th grade literacy level, or lower. 

▪ Quick rule of thumb: 

✔ 1 and 2-syllable words, but verify

✔ Use Flesch-Kincaid tools, others

✔ Grammarly Go can be helpful

▪ Common terms: “Bed sores”, not “pressure ulcers” OR  “decubitus ulcer”

▪ Enlist your marketing department
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Good Design Tips
(to support good words)

▪ Lots of white space
▪ Uncluttered

▪ Casual and friendly 

▪ Icons, Images 

▪ Consistency 

▪ Colors appropriate to topic, context 

▪ Sans Serif font – No Times New Roman!

▪ 4-color

▪ Good paper when printing! 32#, consider gloss or coating 
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Same topic: which will be read?
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Defuse 
Defensiveness

“Falls can happen to 

anyone in an unfamiliar 

place. Most patients are 

tired, or sleepy from 

medications or suffering 

from conditions affecting 

balance.”
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“Since my husband and I are 

both in our middle 80's, 

probably one of us will be in 

the hospital sometime.

“I carefully went through the 

checklists…these records 

would be very helpful!!

“It will bring comfort and 

peace.” 

— Joanne Cerling 
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No need to reinvent the wheel:
Meredith Masel, PhD, MSW

Dr. Masel provides leadership and 
management of the Oliver Center for 
Patient Safety and Quality Health Care. 

She sees the Oliver Center as an incubator 
for patient-centered programs that make 
the experience of being a patient, care 
partner, and/or provider easier and safer.

mcmasel@utmb.edu
409-747-6009

Partner Up 
with Meredith!

TheCarePartnerProject.org
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People seem hungry for 
healthcare information.

“Checklist page” 
accounted for 68% 
increase in traffic on 
site overall
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Evidence? 
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Website Traffic Care Partners 2023

Decision Aids About Us/Dr. Oliver Home Projects Quality Links CPP Spotlight Checklist

3602 2991

4671 5887 5458

Clicks on 
Care Partner 
Project 
checklists 
from launch 
through 
10/31 (latest 
available data)



Building on 
Success 

Proven patient safety platform that 
informs and activates patients in their care

Promotes good communication

Provider dashboard to: 

• Spot and avert harm in real-time

• Evaluate QI processes at every point of 
care to adjust, refine, re-train  

Developed by a physician, Salvador Gullo MD

Used in 25 hospitals in Brazil

Distributed by 11 payers to covered patients worldwide

Launching in the US,  with The Care Partner Project content 

Who wants to test? Contact Haley or Karen! 
TheCarePartnerProject.org



Simple 
Facts

Friendly Tone 
& Graphics

Something 
To Do

Cliff Notes
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Thank you for your 
time and care. 

Karen Curtiss
Karen.Curtiss@CarePartnerProject.org
847.208.6074

PFE Resources Checklist Samples

mailto:Karen.Curtiss@CarePartnerProject.org
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