IL 10-97-041

December 8, 1997

IL 10-97-041

December 8, 1997







IL 10-97-041



In Reply Refer To:  10

December 8, 1997

UNDER SECRETARY FOR HEALTH’S INFORMATION LETTER

VHA CORE VALUES

1.  Profound changes have occurred in the veterans healthcare system in the past 3 years, and even more change is expected in the future as the Veterans Health Administration (VHA) strives to find more and better ways to enhance quality, increase access, reduce costs and otherwise improve performance.

2.  High performance organizations are characterized by, among other things, having a clear sense of purpose and a clear understanding of core values.  These things are especially important during times of change when the environment of turmoil and uncertainty that inevitably accompanies change increases the risk of the organization drifting into disarray by fixating on short-term issues and over-reacting to isolated events instead of focusing on long term solutions to changing circumstances.

3.  An organization’s core values provide the compass that gives direction to its efforts and upon which it orients its strategies.  These shared values provide the common rationale for an organization’s actions, and they provide a foundation for designing its operations.  Understanding its core values helps keep an organization centered; they provide stability in times of change and uncertainty, such as we are in at present. 

4.  VHA, as an organization, has never formally espoused systemwide core values, although many VHA facilities have developed individual facility value statements, as have some VHA special programs.

5. My office has collected and analyzed approximately 100 VHA facility and program value statements.  While no two of these value statements were found to be the same, there were consistent themes, and many of the same values were expressed by different facilities and programs in different words.

6.  In August 1997, I disseminated a memo entitled “Of Value and Values” discussing one possible approach to delineating VHA core values.  I asked that this memo be widely distributed and discussed among VHA staff.  That appears to have occurred, and individual facilities and networks collated the responses from thousands of staff.  Those responses have been reviewed by my office.  While we are not further pursuing the specific approach advocated in the August 27 memo, the review process, as was hoped, stimulated much discussion and feedback about the importance of formally espousing VHA core values, as well as what those specific values should be.

7.  In a further effort to solicit input on this important matter, nearly 24,000 randomly selected individuals were surveyed last fall about VHA values by the Office of Performance and Quality.  Over 16,000 persons returned completed surveys, and those results have also been reviewed by my office.

8.  On the basis of these various inputs, it is clear that a number of core values are held by the overwhelming majority of VHA staff, although these have not been previously recognized or highlighted by the organization, and organizational behavior has not always adequately reflected those values.  I believe it is critically important that we now clearly articulate the core values which will guide our individual and collective behavior as we face the future, and which will serve as a critical barometer for aligning our mission, strategy and structure.

9.  Based on the wide ranging discussion of the past many months, I am now espousing five VHA core values that, at a minimum, shall be reflected in the value statements of all VHA facilities and networks.  These 5 core values are: (1) Trust, (2) Respect, (3) Commitment, (4) Compassion, and (5) Excellence.  To promote a common understanding, these terms shall be understood to mean the following:


a.  “Trust” means having a high degree of confidence in the honesty, integrity, reliability and sincere good intent of those with whom we work, the services that we provide, and the system that we are a part of.  Trust is the basis for the caregiver-patient relationship and is fundamental to all that we do in healthcare.


b.  “Respect” means honoring and holding in high regard the dignity and worth of our patients and their families, our co-workers, and the system we are a part of.  It means relating to each other and providing services in a manner that demonstrates an understanding of and a sensitivity and concern for each person’s individuality and importance.


c.  “Commitment” means dedication and a promise to work hard to do all that we can to provide service to our co-workers and our patients that is in accordance with the highest principles and ethics governing the conduct of the healthcare professions and public service.  It is a pledge to assume personal responsibility for our individual and collective actions.

d.  “Compassion” means demonstrating empathy and caring in all that we say and do.  It means sharing in the emotions and feelings of our co-workers, our patients and their families, and all others with whom we are involved.


e.  “Excellence” means being exceptionally good and of the highest quality.  It means being the most competent and the finest in everything we do.  It also means continually improving what we do.

10.  In espousing these VHA core values they are taken to apply to our actions and interactions internally and externally and to all of our multiple missions and all of the myriad settings and circumstances in which VHA operates. 

11.  It is imperative that all VHA employees have a clear understanding of these systemwide core values and that they be palpably evident in all that we do during these turbulent times of change.



S/ Kenneth W. Kizer, M.D., M.P.H.



Under Secretary for Health
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