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LENGTH-OF-STAY UPDATE
The LOS Steering Committee reported
that it is making progress in its ongo-
ing effort to improve the quality of

patient care by identifying
ways to maintain length-of-

stay at levels appropriate
to patient conditions.

“The Steering
Committee is focusing on education
and communication,” said Ronald
Lafleur, Vice President of Hospital
Revenue Systems, who chairs the
committee. “We have also identified
the top five DRGs that create most of
our LOS issues and are developing
measurement tools to monitor per-
formance for these specific DRGs.”

The top five DRGs are DRG-14,
Cerebrovascular Disorders; DRG-88,
Chronic Obstruction Pulmonary
Disease; DRG-89, Simple Pneumonia;
DRG-127, Heart Failure; and DRG-296,
Nutritional and Miscellaneous
Metabolic Disorders.

While the Steering Committee has
provided guidance and overall leader-
ship, the four sub-committees have
been working on more specific issues.

Physician Sub-Committee:
By the end of June all physicians
received practice analysis reports, indi-
vidualized reports showing physician
performance over the past year. The
group is now using small focus groups
of physicians to gather ideas on how
to improve LOS for the top five DRGs.
In addition, the sub-committee is
working with any individual physician
who may request more information.
The group is also working with the
Office of the President to investigate
the feasibility of developing a hospital-
ist program.

Nursing/Ancillary Sub-Committee:
Combining their efforts, the Nursing/
Ancillary sub-committee and the Care
Coordination sub-committee are intro-
ducing discharge-planning rounds to
all units. The rollout of this process is
expected to be completed by the end
of July. The group is also educating
staff on the expected LOS for the top
five DRGs and distributing reports out-
lining the 10 DRGs with highest lengths
of stay for each nursing unit. The sub-
committee is also studying how inpa-
tient ancillary tests are ordered and

This is the first of a two-part series on the steps Southcoast
is taking to address the long-term staffing shortage in the

health care industry. Some of the programs have been in
place for many years and some are brand new, but
all support the organization’s continuing quest to

hire and retain employees who will provide high-
quality care to the community.

In reaction to a national labor shortage
that may last up to 10 years, Southcoast has initiated a
multi-faceted approach to help promote health careers,
retain staff and attract new employees to the hospitals.

“The shortage is primarily being felt in the nursing,
radiology and pharmacy professions at this time,” said
David DeJesus Jr., Vice President of Human Resources.
“But in the near future, most other clinical professions,
including laboratory, respiratory and rehabilitation, are
projected to be in short supply. There are many factors
contributing to this situation and most of them revolve
around an imbalance between supply and demand.” 

The aging of the population, DeJesus said, is among
the top contributing factors to the shortage. 

“Not only does an older population require more
health care,” he said. “But the aging of the workforce
means that many long-time RNs, imaging technologists
and pharmacists are reducing their hours, leaving the pro-
fession or retiring.”

DeJesus also said the number of people entering these
professions has decreased over the years, including the
number of women choosing health care careers. Women
make up about 80 percent of the health care workforce.

“There is a much wider range of career opportunities
available to women today,” DeJesus said. “And the compe-
tition that health care faces with other careers that are
perceived as being more rewarding and less stressful is
daunting.”

Leadership at Southcoast has long worked toward
promoting health care careers in the community by 
serving on advisory boards, working with local colleges,
universities and even high schools to introduce students
to careers in health care.

COLLEGE PARTNERSHIPS

Ongoing training partnerships between many departments
and colleges and universities have long been a way for
Southcoast to provide a valuable service to the health
care industry while orienting potential new hires to the
advantages of working for the organization. The partner-
ships include providing clinical and experiential rotations,
preceptorships and other training opportunities. 

“These programs help us to provide training to those
entering health care fields and allow students to get to
know Southcoast as a positive place to work,” said Debra
Pickup, Director of Organizational Development &
Recruitment at Southcoast.

Still the competition for applicants in some professions
can be fierce. For instance, while the pharmacy schools
tend to have full enrollments, most graduates choose
retail pharmacy careers over hospital-based careers. 

“With the expansion of the pharmacy curriculum to
a six-year program, the cost of education is very high,”
said Patrick Gannon, RPh, Director of Pharmacy at the
Charlton site and Acting Director of Performance
Improvement. “While a good number of the pharmacy
students who do clinical internships at Southcoast
express interest in hospital pharmacy, the pay differential
between hospital and retail salaries often forces graduates
to the retail sector in order to repay student loans.”

Academic agreements abound at Southcoast. The
Southcoast Pharmacy department has affiliation agree-
ments with the University of Rhode Island and the
Massachusetts College of Pharmacy. Respiratory Care has
an agreement with Massasoit Community College. In
Rehabilitation Services, the list is long, according to 

Lisen Cameron, OT, Program Coordinator. Rehab current-
ly has agreements with Bristol Community College,
Worcester State College, Cape Cod Community College,
Massasoit and Springfield College — and is developing
agreements with other institutions.

In the medical laboratory sciences, there are simply
not enough people graduating from programs to fill the
needs.

“Some 5,000 new graduates a year are entering the
laboratory field, but according to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics we need 9,000 each year to make up for people
who are leaving the field for various reasons,” said
Maureen Sarco, CLS, Site Manager for St. Luke’s and Tobey
Laboratories. “Unless enrollments improve, the problem is
likely to get worse after 2008, when sizeable numbers of
people currently working in this field are expected to retire.”

The dwindling number of laboratory science educa-
tion programs only complicates matters. 

“In 1970 there were about 800 schools nationally
offering a BS curriculum in medical technology,” Sarco said.
“In 1999 only one-third of those schools remained because
the cost of maintaining quality programs is too high.”

Southcoast Laboratories has close relationships with
Bristol Community College and the University of
Massachusetts at Dartmouth, through several staff 
members who are on the faculty at both institutions. 

“We also partner with these institutions to provide
clinical internships in the associate degree and baccalaure-
ate programs for medical lab science and the phlebotomy
certificate program and sit on the advisory boards for all
of the clinical internships,” Sarco said.

Some Lab staff have also participated in a program at
Bristol in which high schools are invited to a “workshop”
day in the college’s lab where students observe and per-
form simple laboratory procedures. Sarco said the program
has been very successful and has increased the interest in
laboratory science. 

Food & Nutrition Services has a post-baccalaureate
program, accredited by the American Dietetic Association,
that prepares graduates to work as registered dietitians.

“These programs usually exist mainly in teaching 

Students from the University of Massachusetts at Dartmouth 
carrying out their clinical rotation at Southcoast.
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