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N.C. Specialty Hospital tops N.C. patient satisfaction list

By Monica Chen : The Herald-Sun

mchen@heraldsun.com
Aug 6, 2009
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DURHAM -- Randi Pisko, the CEO of N.C. Specialty Hospital, gives her cellphone number to every patient who
comes through the busy hospital in northern Durham. '

And since the hospital sees somewhere between 900 and 1,000 patients a month, that makes it a somewhat
dangerous thing to do.

But she's not worried, Pisko said. She's received only three calls of complaints in the five ye:a\fs shé’s helmed'the '
hospital. '

"I get calls thanking us, or cards and letters mostly," Piszlk<o said. "l also make the rounds with patients every day, so |
hear from them that way too."

N.C. Specialty Hospital received the highest patient satisfaction rating of all the hospitals in North Carolina in
Consumer Reports' September issue. The issue is providing for the first time ratings for more than 3,400 hospitals
across the country.

With a total score of 91.5 out of 100, the small 18-bed hospital beat out the major teaching hospitals in the Triangle --
UNC Hospital and Duke University Hospital.

Although Consumer Reports officials caution that hospitals in the "above average" category are statistically similar
and the ratings don't actually "rank" hospitals, the small hospital is still basking in the recognition.

On a tour of the hospital Wednesday, Pisko and others called attention to their best practices -- a high standard of
basic care for all patients, low staff turnover rate and conservative care -- that have resulted in the small 18-bed

hospital's popularity. - - .} - i
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John Olive, 63, is in for knee replacement surgery this week and said he had already heard of the Consumer Report's’
rating of the hospital.

"They've been very professibnal," he said. "They've very thorough. They'd ask if you have any problems."
The hospital specializes in surgical procedures, with hip/knee, joint replacement being its most popular. The rooms
are furnished with wood furniture befitting a hotel, and the hospital is systematic when it comes to pre-op and post-op

procedures, with nurses, anesthesiologists and doctors working in teams to check on patients.

The 56,096-square-foot hospital also has a cafeteria and recently added another wing, attesting to its growth in
recent years. It was originally founded in 1926 as a physicians-owned hospital by Samuel McPherson and was
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incorporated into a 23-facility chain, National Surgical Hospitals, in the late 1990s. It moved to its present location,
3916 Ben Franklin Blvd., from downtown Durham five years ago.

The national chain is the majority owner nowadays, with minority ownership (49 percent) held by 34 of the 165
physicians who work there. The physicians have private practices elsewhere and just use N.C. Specialty Hospital
periodically for surgical procedures.

Edward Ray, a physician with no ownership stake who has a plastic surgery practice in southern Durham, said he
prefers using the hospital to others because there aren't layers of bureaucracy. Ray has surgical hours there once a
week. ,

"The administration is open to listening to everyone who deals with patients,” Ray said. "Our patients love it here.
When they're given a choice, they want to be here. They know they're not just a number."

Ray said there also isn't much redundancy in testing and there's a high emphasis on pain control. The hospital has a
4:1 nurse-to-patient ratio.

On the Consumer Reports report, the hospital was given the highest marks possible from patients for Nurse
Communication, Doctor Communication, Pain Management and for quiet and clean rooms.
Pisko added that the hospital also sets a high standard of basic care for its patients. Machines for monitoring heart
rate and oxygen levels in the blood, for instance, are provided to all patients.

"Here they do it for everyone," Ray agreed. "In other hospitals, only the sickest patients get it."

The lack of redundancy in testing and teamwork by health care providers were emphasized in Consumer Reports'
study that showed hospitals with above average ratings tend to provide more conservative care.

"Conservative care" means shorter hospitalization, fewer tests and fewer doctor visits. More aggressive, intense care
involves longer hospitalization, more tests and procedures and more reliance on specialists instead of primary care
doctors.

UNC Hospitals received 80 percent on Dartmouth Institute for Health Policy and Clinical Practice's conservative
percentile ranking -- meaning the hospital is more conservative than 80 percent of hospitals in the country. Duke
received 71.4 percent from the Dartmouth ranking. :
N.C. Specialty Hospital was not given a Dartmouth rating.
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"There is a tendency for smaller'hospitals to get better satisfaction scores. Thatfrietudes many pl%clan-owned ,
hospitals. We believed the major reason for that is those smaller hospitals do fewer things," said John Santa, director*

of the Consumer Reports Health Rating, Center.

Physician-owned hospitals have also been criticized for cherry-picking their patients, thereby ensuring better results.
But Pisko said 45 percent of their patients are on federally funded programs like Medicare and Medicaid.

The physician owners of the hospital each hold less than 2 percent of the total stake. The staff of 225 physicians and
other care providers also have an exceedingly low turnover rate: 1.4 percent, compared with the national average of

20 percent.

"l think it's a culture within the organization. Slow to hire, quick to fire," Pisko said. "It's about qualifications plus
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personality.”
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