
THE CLIENT
Cone Health is a not-for-profit network of healthcare providers serving a number 
of counties in north-central North Carolina. As one of the region’s largest and 
most comprehensive health networks, Cone Health comprises more than 11,000 
employees, 1,300 physicians and 1,200 volunteers across more than 100 locations, 
including six hospitals, three ambulatory care centers, three outpatient surgery 
centers, four urgent care centers, a retirement community, more than 75 
physician practice sites, and multiple centers of excellence. Cone Health has 
grown tremendously in the last few years, including the establishment of an 
Accountable Care Organization in 2010. 

C L A R I T Y

THE CLIMATE
Cone Health made the transition from paper- to electronic-based event reporting back in 2003 when it 
implemented Clarity’s Healthcare SafetyZone® Portal (“Portal” or “SafetyZone”). Like many of our clients, Cone 
Health’s adoption and use of the Portal (which they refer to internally as their “SafetyZone”) was initially born 
out of a need for an electronic incident-event reporting solution. Due to the flexibility of the Portal, the system 
evolved to include other report-review, data-driven processes.

Cone Health is immersed in the prominent changes in the healthcare landscape brought on by healthcare 
reform and the Affordable Care Act. Central to the Cone Health approach is a deep concern that the culture 
of its organization must make the patient truly the center of its activities. As part of this awareness, the 
organization decided to take a proactive approach to managing its patients’ experiences, and focused its 
attention and resources on patient engagement, satisfaction, and ultimately, retention.

Client Success Story: Cone Health Discharge Callback Program

THE CHANGES
The Office of Patient Experience - Cone Health created its Office of Patient Experience (“OPE”) in 2011, partially 
because of the aforementioned structural shifts that were happening in the industry, but more so as a result of 
internal cultural changes that had led to an increased focus on proactive patient safety management 
concepts. By design, Cone Health’s Office of Patient Experience is chiefly dedicated to helping its leaders and 
caregivers provide optimal experiences for patients all across the organization.

Discharge Callbacks - Along the way, a number of factors led to a determination among OPE staff to dedicate 
resources to performing discharge callbacks on a growing number of patients. Until that point, discharge 
callbacks happened as needed, based on individual circumstances. Now, discharge callbacks would happen 
as a matter of course, as a centralized process within the Office of Patient Experience. 

ADVANTAGES OF PERFORMING REGULAR DISCHARGE CALLBACKS
More in-depth feedback from patients when their experience is fresh
Potential to reduce readmissions due to quick intervention
Patients are more likely to offer positive HCAHPS responses based
simply on whether or not they received a call after discharge

–
–
–
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Cone Health’s Innovative Use of
the Healthcare SafetyZone® Portal



THE “SAFETYZONE” SOLUTION
Now that Cone Health had decided to create a formal Discharge Callback Program, the next question was, 
how to execute it? How to do so efficiently, intelligently, and with a minimum of overhead? How to facilitate 
the calls themselves, and how to capture the results of the calls in a way that ensures any data gathered will be 
meaningful and easily translatable into action?

The decision was made initially to use Nursing staff to make the calls in the Discharge Callback Program. Nurses 
are trained to ‘be the voice of the patient’ in making and documenting the calls, and patients find comfort in 
talking to nurses over more administrative personnel. Nursing staff were also already quite proficient at using the 
Healthcare SafetyZone® Portal for a number of data collection and management needs, including its incident 
reporting tool. Sensing an opportunity to capitalize on the flexibility of the SafetyZone system, the Office of 
Patient Experience immediately set out to develop a custom electronic discharge callback form and an 
accompanying process using the SafetyZone’s existing reporting-workflow-review capabilities.

The SafetyZone is very user friendly and it only takes a few minutes to fill out the custom forms. The process is 
conducive to making phone calls, which allows nursing staff to fill out the form in real-time while they are on the 
phone. The built-in notification system, and the review and analysis capabilities of the SafetyZone, combined 
with the ease of use, helped assure the administrators in Cone Health’s OPE that it was the right tool for the job.

“We were very clear from the beginning 
how we wanted to structure the calls. 
We didn’t want to sacrifice the integrity 
of the process in order to make it work 
with the system. The SafetyZone system is 
built around us, rather than us having to 
modify our process to work with it.”

Greg Berney,
Director of Patient Engagement
Cone Health

“We weren’t looking for a product, we were looking for a solution to a problem. Clarity’s 
Healthcare SafetyZone® Portal is a solution to a problem—to many problems, actually.”

Greg Berney, Director of Patient Engagement, Cone Health
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THE RESULTS
Patients Experience High Touch - Currently, the Discharge 
Callback team calls nearly 100% of inpatients discharged 
to their home through the system. They make two phone 
attempts and reach approximately 60-70% of patients. 
They perform calls for all emergency departments as well, 
at a rate of 60-70%. Overall, based on Cone Health’s own 
surveys, 50-60% of respondents indicate that they have 
received a call.

In only a few cases, the Discharge Callback team has 
learned that a patient has a negative demeanor or is 
specifically in need of something. In those situations, the 
electronic callback report can be flagged for immediate
follow-up with auto-notifications sent to the appropriate 
operational leader(s) who can then contact the patient
directly to mitigate the problem.

In most cases though, which are more routine and do not need immediate intervention, discharge callback 
reports are generated automatically through the SafetyZone on a weekly basis. With a simple export from the 
SafetyZone, the entire team and all relevant parties receive information from each campus, including number 
of calls, number of complaints/compliments, patient call reach rate, necessary interventions, and much more.

The Discharge Callback Program has allowed Cone Health Staff to touch base with the patient after he or she 
leaves the hospital and better understand the patient’s transition from the hospital to home. This has enabled 
Cone Health to determine if at home resources are adequate, and many times, it has led to the patient 
receiving other necessary services to keep him or her on the right therapeutic path.



Cone Health uses the Healthcare 
SafetyZone® Portal for:

Patient/Visitor Events
Employee Events
Ambulatory Safety Events
Patient Grievances
Nursing Peer Review
Long Term Care Events
Home Care Events
Discharge Callbacks
Radiation Oncology
Treatment Events

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Patient Feedback and Staff Morale - Historically, those in the Office of Patient Experience were known to the rest 
of the staff as the “Complaint Police,” whereas now they are seen as partners with the staff. Today’s healthcare 
structures are so complex that it can be difficult for RNs and Nursing Leaders to get true and meaningful 
feedback on how they are doing. In their world, one often hears about issues where something has fallen short 
of expectations, but it can be much more difficult to get a read on what is being done well.   

Providing feedback to the staff is an important part of the Discharge Callback Program. The OPE created a 
simple report through the SafetyZone that is shared with staff on a weekly basis so they can see data relevant to 
their department. The SafetyZone provided a simple solution to gather, consolidate and present this feedback. 
As a result, feedback from patients has grown exponentially, and caregivers are provided with much deeper 
customer knowledge. Now, if you go into any nursing unit at Cone Health on a Wednesday afternoon—the day 
they print and post the callback records—you’ll see nurses lining up to see all the callback results and the praise 
and positive comments they’re getting from patients. This is incredibly energizing for morale.

Impact on HCAHPS Scores - While it is early in the program, the OPE has been able to show that for the last 
12-month time period, score differences are 41 percentile points positive in terms of how patients rated the 
hospital on HCAHPS (Hospital Consumer Assessment of Healthcare Providers and Systems) scores based on if 
they had received a discharge callback. These results have motivated staff to reach as many patients as 
possible to help ensure that this trend continues. As with all aspects of the new healthcare landscape, 
reimbursement tied to the organization’s HCAHPS scores is an important contributor to the overall success of the 
health system, and an important measure for the OPE to follow.

© 2015 Clarity Group, Inc. • 8725 West Higgins Road, Suite 810 • Chicago, IL 60631 • T: 773.864.8280 • F: 773.864.8281 • www.claritygrp.com

“I am more fulfilled and feel I can make more of a difference in this 
job than any job I’ve ever done. For a lot of nurses, calls have an 
immense impact. If the SafetyZone system makes calls easier, then 
they happen more often, hence more positive impact!”
Laine Tousey, Nurse, Cone Health

The Cone Health OPE thought to use the Healthcare 
SafetyZone® Portal in an innovative way and found that it met 
their needs very well. The SafetyZone’s flexibility allows them to 
create the custom forms to capture the data needed, and 
enables them to quickly address issues with its built-in 
notification, follow-up, and analytical functions. This has all led 
to a streamlined process that continually provides strong, 
actionable data for the organization in near real-time.  

The Healthcare SafetyZone® Portal is an empowering tool that 
has allowed this innovative application to spread across a 
complex health system, with the full support of nursing and 
other staff involved, and has worked to support Cone Health’s 
culture of patient-centered care.

CONE HEALTH AND THE HEALTHCARE SAFETYZONE® PORTAL
For Cone Health and scores of other healthcare providers across the country, the shift from a reactive, ad-hoc, 
patient safety approach, to a proactive, system-wide, patient-centered strategy, has been a necessary 
evolutionary step. The impact of the Discharge Callback Program has been very positive for patients and staff 
alike, and OPE staff believe that it has not reached its full potential yet.


