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Soapbox: Restoring Ourselves and Each Other
By Sara Guastello, Vice President of Knowledge Management, 
Planetree International

Meet Tsoline. Tsoline is a nurse manager at Bellevue Medical 
Center in Lebanon. She was one of the first caregivers at 
the hospital to care for a patient with COVID-19. Tsoline’s 
exposure to the patient was brief and she took all the 
necessary safety precautions. Nonetheless, because of the 
exposure, she was quarantined for 14 days. Those 14 days 
were spent missing her family, thinking about her co-workers and worrying about 
her own health. When her negative test came back after two weeks, she was 
overjoyed to be able to hug her children again. She had desperately missed feeling 
them in her arms. She has continued to appreciate those 
joyful moments despite some very trying times. Shortly after 
Tsoline’s quarantine, her husband lost his job at the local 
university and their home was damaged during the massive 
explosion in Beirut later in the summer. Though she has 
suffered many losses this year, Tsoline continues to adjust to 
a new normal where she appreciates, now more than ever, 
having a job that enables her to help others and, of course, 
her children’s hugs.

Though you may live on the other side of the world and your day-to-day life may 
look quite different from Tsoline’s, there is probably something in her story you 
can relate to.

Your community may be contending with rising COVID numbers. You may be 
preparing for the threat of a natural disaster or recovering from one. You could be 
living amidst an increasingly hostile and divisive political climate. The experience 
of isolation may be taking a physical and/or emotional toll. Money may be tight, 
your job security may feel fragile and your relationships may be faltering. 

In fact, for Tsoline and the people of Beirut, these crises have all compounded 
each other over this past year. Since October 2019, the Lebanese people 
have been besieged by a political revolution, the worst economic crisis in the 
country’s history, the COVID-19 pandemic and the August 4, 2020 explosion 
that caused mass casualties and destroyed crucial infrastructure. More than 
30,000 people were left homeless.
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Crisis Mode

Though it can be reassuring to find silver linings and uplifting to practice 
gratitude during challenging times, it is also vital to acknowledge the upheaval 
and suffering these last several months have created. 

So many of us have been in the middle of crises—globally, locally and personally. 
We must confront this reality head on. Because if people emerge from this 
crisis burnt out, if they are in debt, unable to meet their basic needs, if they are 
struggling with depression or ensnared by addictions, feeling disconnected from 
others and not taking care of themselves physically, emotionally or spiritually, the 
future crisis that looms may far outstrip the one(s) we are currently living through. 

Making People Whole

That’s why now is the time to focus on what it will take to make ourselves—and 
our loved ones and our teammates—whole. In other words, to restore ourselves 
and others to a “sound, healthy” state. 

The leadership at Planetree Gold Certified Bellevue Medical Center on the 
outskirts of Beirut has vigorously pursued this goal of making all their staff whole. 
Leaders recognized that it was unfair to expect staff to “show up fully” when they 
are burdened by fear, anxiety, grief and uncertainty. Despite many of them having 
suffered their own personal losses, BMC’s leaders have proactively sought ways 
to lessen others’ burdens.

Executive rounds have been transformed into opportunities for leaders to explore 
with each staff member what may be standing in the way of them “showing 
up fully.” In the aftermath of the explosion, many staff shared the damages 
incurred to their homes. The hospital deployed its maintenance crews to make 
their homes whole. With the value of the Lebanese currency rapidly declining 
and inflation on the rise, today nearly half of the country’s population now live 
below the poverty line. Many BMC staff are struggling to make ends meet. The 
hospital’s management team has tailored staff wellness sessions to address 
these economic challenges, providing practical tips on managing finances and 
stretching their income. Meanwhile, salaries were maintained at their rates before 
the economic collapse. To address the emotional toll, the hospital invested in 
support programs for staff, including 24/7 access to psychologists. They have 
also launched a fundraising campaign, strictly geared to supporting Bellevue 
Medical Center’s healthcare workers. (More on that at the end of this article.)

“ Making people 
whole means 
restoring them to 
a sound, healthy 
state”

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
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The Impact

By tending to staff’s human needs, BMC’s leaders have created a workplace 
environment where, even during tumultuous times, people feel safe, secure, 
cared for and cared about. Perhaps that is why when it mattered most—even 
when they were beset by their own personal challenges—Bellevue Medical 
Center’s staff showed up fully and in force to provide care in the aftermath of the 
August 4th explosion. 

In the hours following the blast, more than 600 patients were treated in the Bellevue 
Emergency Department and more than 60 surgeries were performed within less 
than 48 hours. This reality far exceeded any disaster drill they had ever run, and 
in fact, the amount of care provided tripled the hospital’s capacity. Because of the 
workload and urgency of the event, almost a third of the patients cared for were not 
captured in the hospital’s billing system, so the care was not reimbursed.  
These experiences were captured in a short video you can watch here. 

According to Rémie Malouf, the hospital’s Executive Manager, “Humanity and 
empathy were our foremost reasons to reach those numbers.” When it mattered 
most, fueled by the support of a leadership team that was fully invested in 
tending to staff’s physical, financial, emotional and spiritual needs, these 
caregivers showed up fully. 

Looking Ahead. What Can You Do.

Recovering from a natural disaster, global pandemic or another catastrophic 
event could take months, if not years. There will invariably be urgent—and very 
practical—needs to address. Undoubtedly these needs have been consuming 
you and your teams for months now. In the wake of these crises, though, there is 
other vital work to do. This is the work of “making people whole” by restoring a 
sense of safety, security and reliability. This work includes:
 y Taking the time to understand the voids created and the losses 

experienced—much like the leadership team at Bellevue Medical Center did 
during their executive rounds. In addition, surveys and focus groups were 
conducted to gather additional data on what staff needed.

 y Creating space for connection, acknowledgement of loss, closure and 
healing. Bringing these difficult thoughts and issues to the surface is a critical 
step for dealing with them. It helps people feel less alone in their experiences 
and can set the groundwork for meaningful healing. This can be achieved 
through group listening sessions, counseling hotlines, and intentional time 
built into meetings to check-in on how people are feeling.

“ When it mattered 
most, Bellevue 
Medical Center’s 
caregivers showed 
up fully.”

Bellevue Medical Center’s Leadership Café 
provided opportunities for teammates to connect, 
share their struggles and support each other.

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2lLeo8EjDxM&feature=youtu.be
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 y Providing tools and practical skills for mindfulness, building resiliency and 
self-compassion, regulating negative self-talk and fostering self-discovery 
about strengths and opportunities. Apps like Calm and Headspace (and many 
others!) are useful digital tools that give users access to calming, curative 
content.

 y Understanding that “being whole” doesn’t look the same for everyone 
and creating avenues to accommodate different needs. For instance, 
consider the impact of school closures on working parents or the void created 
when one is not permitted to visit their aging parent in a nursing home. Or the 
financial impact caused by furloughs or reduced hours, and the anxiety that 
may persist even after positions are fully restored.

Making Yourself Whole By Giving Back

As it turns out, another means for making yourself whole  
is to give of yourself. Volunteering for a local organization  
or finding a way to support a friend in need can help to build  
self-worth, resilience and connection. And it just feels good  
to help others.

In that spirit, consider how you may give back during this season—either 
with your time, your talent, or financially. After all, in many parts of the world, 
‘tis the season of giving! 

As mentioned above, the leadership team at Bellevue Medical Center 
in Beirut has launched a fundraising campaign to support its extremely 
hard-working, dedicated staff to meet their basic needs during Lebanon’s 
economic crisis. As you have read, these are dark times in Lebanon. But it 
is said that in the darkness, stars shine even brighter. Such is the case of 
Bellevue Medical Center. This Gold-Certified Planetree Hospital continues to 
be a source of light and hope. If you have felt moved by their story, we invite 
you to make a donation and to share their story (and this link) with others.

Your support will have a far-reaching impact. Not only will it help to make 
these healthcare workers whole, but in so doing, it will enable them to 
continue to deliver best in class, person-centered care to the people of 
Lebanon. 

Of course, as established at the beginning of this article, there are many 
communities and many organizations heroically responding to a range of 
crises. We encourage you to find one that resonates with you and discover 
the power of giving back to make you whole.

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://payments.bmc.com.lb/
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The Role of Nurses
“ As nurses, we know that [family presence] is critical to generating and continuing 
the healing process. We must recognize it as fundamental to our obligation in the 
healing continuum and the healing environment to be advocates for that. We must 
find every opportunity to facilitate the relational aspects of healing. How do we 
make sure that this part of healing is as assured as any of the other clinical aspects 
of healing from therapeutic interventions to medication regimens? My hope, as a 
nurse, is that this now moves to something definitive, so that it becomes a part of 
our deliberation whenever we establish standards of nursing practice.” 

Tim Porter-O’Grady, DM, EdD, ScD (h), APRN, FAAN, FACCWS, Clinical 
Professor, Nell Hodgson Woodruff School of Nursing at Emory University

This was the call-to-action issued to a new coalition of nursing leaders, patient 
and family advocates and other clinical partners assembled by Planetree 
International last month. With funding from the American Nurses Foundation, 
this stakeholder group was convened to develop and deploy practical strategies 
nurses can use to advocate for and facilitate in-person family presence in 
hospitals and long-term care communities. Development of those tools is 
currently underway. We’ll be sharing more about them in future issues of 
Heartbeat, as well as at www.planetree.org and on our social media channels. 

3 Questions for Sheldon McLeod, Chief Executive 
Officer, NYC Health + Hospitals/Kings County

Kings County, located in Brooklyn, is part of NYC Health + 
Hospitals, the largest public health system in the United 
States. Earlier this year, its hospitals were some of the 
hardest hit healthcare centers treating patients with 
COVID-19. Kings County was no exception. As all healthcare 
centers brace for this next wave, Kings County CEO Sheldon 
McLeod reflects on how the experiences of earlier this year have helped to 
prepare them for the future. Foremost in those lessons learned is the importance 
of maintaining a caring culture during times of crisis. Indeed, the health system‘s 
ability to balance caring with crisis management capabilities have transformed 
the system’s reputation and generated tremendous trust and goodwill across the 
city. Today, NYC H+H has been entrusted by the city of New York to do the bulk of 
COVID-19 testing across the city, a testament to their efforts in the early days of 
the pandemic.

What are some of the most encouraging innovations or progress you have 
seen come out of these challenging times?

By far, the resiliency of the staff. We asked many staff to do things outside their 
comfort level, we cross-trained, assigned people to different departments, 
reassigned staff to make family phone calls just to help families stay connected. 
Folks were adaptive, responsive, and willing to help in any way they could. It brought 
about curiosity and the desire for some to grow into new positions and roles. 

QUOTEWORTHY

3 QUESTIONS
FOR…

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
http://www.planetree.org
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Obviously, there were low points too. As leaders, we knew we had an effective 
emergency plan, but the COVID-19 pandemic required a new strategy, so we 
had to ensure we were truly there for the staff emotionally and physically, and 
not just sending good thoughts from afar. If folks don’t see me present how can I 
expect them to be? I want to be right there with them. Even though people were 
scared and tired and, in many instances, we were innovative in our approaches 
to problem-solving, we had to help everyone understand we had a plan. We had 
to have a sense of control and let the staff know we got this. That really helped 
us to build trust in the process.

Another challenge was in feeding the masses. Pre-pandemic we had 
approximately 5200 employees. Around May there were close to 8100, and the 
city had come to a screeching halt. We knew we had to act and were wondering, 
how will we feed them all? We had roving candy-striper staff feeding people and 
taking a pulse on how people were doing emotionally, physically, and spiritually. 
As a result, we provided many therapeutic ways to help staff detach from their 
respective units and get a much-needed reprieve. 

A lesson learned…

During this time, we had some of the highest patient satisfaction scores we have 
ever seen. We pulled together and were there for each other, so patients could see 
and feel staff were being compassionate, thoughtful, and listening. It reinforced 
for us how important all those skills are. It ended up that we were paying attention 
to the right things. What it showed is that with the right staffing allotment, and by 
paying close attention, as a team we CAN do the right thing consistently and with 
compassion in time of crisis, and that makes a real difference.

What’s Next?

The next phase started for us in June and July in trying to create a sense of 
normalcy. We had to shut things down so severely that once we leveled off, we 
began asking ourselves, how do you restart planning for the future outside of 
COVID? We’ve rebounded nicely but are mindful of the potential immediacy of 
the next surge. We now need to continue to ask ourselves, where do we want to 
be in three years… in five years? What does ‘normal’ look like in the future?

As we were speaking, an urgent message came across that NYC schools are 
closing to in-person learning. 

That’s one of the biggest things that have come out of this. We’ve moved 
forward as a person-centered organization in finding ways to continue to support 
our staff in these situations. We need to be mindful over how we manage their 
work-life balance while still meeting the needs of the organization. It throws a 
huge wrench in our plans, but we will persevere, regroup, and move forward. We 
are ready! 

Planetree Staff Virtual Happy Hour

“ Patients could 
see and feel 
staff were being 
compassionate, 
thoughtful, 
and listening. It 
reinforced how 
important those 
skills are.”

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
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While the stressors challenging our teams may not diminish any time soon, you can 
support your team with resiliency training. The impact? They will be less prone to 
burnout and better able to provide the best care, best service, and heartwarming 
compassion while still finding meaning and satisfaction in their caring work. 

NEW! from Planetree International and Language of Caring

Hang on to your hat. Hang on to 
your hope. And wind the clock,

for tomorrow is another day. 
EB White

Resilience: (adjective) able to withstand 
or recover quickly from difficult conditions

THE RESILIENCY SERIES
…an inspiring virtual learning series for leaders, staff and physicians

CLICK TO LEARN MORE!

http://planetree.org
http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://languageofcaring.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/LOC-Resiliency-Series.pdf
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We are excited about the December 15th release of 
this new book: Appreciative Leadership: Building 
Sustainable Partnerships for Health by Kathy 
Malloch, PhD, MBA, RN, FAAN and Tim Porter-
O’Grady, DM, EdD, ScD, APRN, FAAN, FACCWS. 
This compilation of leader stories, personal 
experiences, exercises and practical tips and tools 
is a must read for both emerging and seasoned 
leaders, especially in the new and challenging word 
we all face. 

In an interview with Dr. Malloch, she shared that the 
book is about the “evidence for effective practices 
of appreciation that help leaders move to a more 
meaningful level of thinking, relationships and outcomes.” The endeavor is a 
collaboration of experts in appreciation with application and examples and the 
continuation of Quantum Leadership: Building Sustainable Value in Health Care, 
which in its sixth edition. 

Among the collaborators on the book are Planetree leaders, Kimberly Barrieault 
and Dorothy Sisneros, along with Physician champion and coach, Dr. Carla 
Rotering. They co-authored the chapter The Language of Appreciation: 
Engagement and the Clinical Leader, which presents how words and our 
language has a direct impact on the relationships we form and the culture we 
create as leaders. With caring as the foundation, the chapter authors connect the 
language of appreciative leadership so that intent matches and supports leader 
behaviors. 

You can preview the table of contents and preface here and can purchase it as 
of December 15, 2020 here.

WE LOVE THIS
RESOURCE 

UPCOMING WEBINAR 
in early 2021

Rising to the Challenge: 
International Experiences of 
Remaining Person-Centered 
During the Pandemic 

Watch soon for the announcement!

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
http://samples.jblearning.com/9781284203158/9781284216578_FMxx_i_xvi.pdf?_ga=2.191411438.531087510.1605566709-1625728113.1605566709
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Team Activities Using Quotes

Use quotes as ice-breakers in meetings and workshops. Such ice-breakers are 
easy-to-plan and can be very meaningful.

Quotes in a Hat: Fill a hat with strips of paper containing different quotes. Have 
team members each draw a strip of paper and take turns reading their quote out 
loud, explaining what they think it means and how it relates to their work.

Quote of Your Choice: Hand out a list of quotes. Ask people to each choose 
one, read it aloud and say why they chose it. For instance, which quote best 
captures a belief you hold dear? Why?

Gallery Walk: Place quotes around the room. Ask people to mill around, read all 
of the quotes, and then stand next to the one that is most relevant and resonant 
for them. Ask people to discuss with others who selected the same quote why it 
attracted them. Then, have a representative from each group summarize for the 
large group.

Make up your own quote: That’s right. Ask everyone to take a few minutes 
to write a quote—to express a belief they have that they would like others to 
consider following. Ask them to write a quote that they would like to leave as a 
legacy to colleagues, family, and the world –to set a fire in the souls of others. 
Then, share these for an amazing experience!

Meaningful Quotes Ice Breaker: Divide people into small groups of four or 
five. Give each group a different quote. Ask them to go around and share their 
reaction to the quote and how they think it relates to their work together. Then, 
ask the entire group: “How similar or different were your answers?” and “What 
insights or reactions did you have, as you listened?” Use the discussion as a 
lead-in to your meeting or session topic.

STAFF
MEETING
IDEAS

STAFF
MEETING
IDEAS

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
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Get to Know Me

I am a daughter, a sister, a friend, an aunt, a girlfriend and 
a dog mom to an amazing wiemaraner.
I am also an avid reader, a Christian, a UGA Bulldogs fan, 
a lover of all things pink, a collector of nutcrackers, an 
introvert, a worrier.
I am not just a solitary kidney or a detached retina.
In order to treat the latter, you must know the former. We are all a collection 
of facts and paradoxes, some seemingly unimportant to others, but all vitally 
important and personal because they matter to me. They help to determine if a 
certain treatment plan is feasible for my lifestyle, my finances and me. 
A patient must feel valued, and that involves more than just checking a 
box; more than an intake form. A medical record number and a diagnosis is 
important, but only in the context of the human sitting before you. I know your 
time is valuable…so is mine. 
There are simple things that can bridge the gap between doctor and patient: sit 
down to speak with me, look me in the eye when I am talking and don’t focus just 
on the computer. Listen to what I am saying and what my body language is saying. 
Most importantly, know that I am looking to you to be the captain of my healthcare 
team. By working together, not just in silos, we can bridge the gap between 
provider and patient and can unite as a team to assure the best care possible. 

Katie Lawhead, Member, Planetree International Patient and Family Partnership 
Council & Lead PFCC Coordinator, Augusta University Health (Augusta, GA)

Commit to Sit Initiative. Now, more than ever, 
patients in hospitals and residents in nursing homes 
are craving human connection. Visitation restrictions 
have resulted in patients and residents feeling isolated 
and lonely, which we know is detrimental to health 
and healing. To ensure those most precious—and 
restorative!—moments of human connection are not 
lost, the team at Merit Health Wesley in Hattiesburg, 
Mississippi implemented a Commit to Sit initiative. 

The goal is for every patient to have a moment of companionship and connection 
every day. In these moments, staff set aside their professional role. These are 
not moments to talk about patient care, but to connect person-to-person. 
Conversations often focus on family, hobbies, pets and passions. Patient 
preference sheets posted in every patient’s room provide cues about what matters 
most to the patient and are often used to identify a conversation starter. These 
moments may be brief—just a couple of minutes—but they are meaningful. Staff 
take the time to sit at the bedside (folding stools are made readily available for staff 
to pull into patient rooms) and enjoy a moment of company with the patient.  
A simple system is used to track patients who have not yet had a visit.

THE
PATIENT
VOICE 

IDEAS
YOU CAN USE

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
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CELEBRATIONS

Director of Planetree America Latina Sur Named President Elect of  
The International Society for Quality in Health Care (ISQua)

Congratulations to Ezequiel García-Elorrio MD MSc MBA 
PhD, Director of Planetree America Latina Sur on his 
prestigious appointment as President Elect of ISQua.  
This is another significant signal to our industry of the 
important connections between person-centered care and 
quality and safety! 

Read more here.

Celebrating Excellence in Person-Centered Care

Congratulations to the following healthcare organizations that 
achieved Gold-level Person-Centered Care Certification™ in 
November:

Banner Page Hospital (Page, Arizona)

Rivas Zorggroep (Gorinchem, The Netherlands)

Sharp Coronado Hospital and Healthcare Center (Coronado, California)

Congratulations to the newest Fellows in Person-
Centered Care

The following individuals earned the Fellows in Person-
Centered Care (FPCC) credential during the last quarter: 

Dr. Fahad Alhemoudi, General Director, Medical Protocol/ 
Director, Patient Relations—National Guard Health Affairs 
(Saudi Arabia)

Kristen Moss, Planetree & Organizational Development Specialist—Columbia 
Memorial Hospital (USA)

Ana Merzel Kernkraut, Patient Experience Coordinator—Hospital Israelita Albert 
Einstein (Brazil)

Pryscila Bernardo Kiehl, RN, Consultant—Planetree Brazil Office, Hospital 
Israelita Albert Einstein (Brazil)

Crystal Sallans, Manager, Patient & Family Services—Texas Children’s Hospital (USA)

The FPCC is a professional credential for individuals’ achievements in person-
centered care. Learn more about how you can become a Planetree Fellows.

http://planetree.org
https://www.languageofcaring.com
https://isqua.org/news/isqua-s-new-president-elect.html
http://www.bannerhealth.com/Locations/Arizona/Page+Hospital/_Page+Hospital+home+page.htm
http://www.rivas.nl
https://www.sharp.com/hospitals/coronado/
http://planetree.org/fellows



