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When you think of “cutting edge” brands like Tesla or Apple, what differentiates them from competitors is the user’s 

experience with the technology.  Those brands’ primary focus is the design, function and quality of the physical 

“product.”  Urgent care is not a tangible “product” but rather, an intangible “service”—people receiving, evaluating, 

diagnosing, treating and communicating with other people.  Because urgent care patients are generally not trained 

medical experts, they are unskilled to assess the quality of actual clinical care provided. So, for consumers, what 

differentiates an urgent care center from other health care options is the patient’s experience with the center’s people.   

 

While an urgent care operator may invest time and effort developing elegant plans that address facilities, marketing, 

pricing, and systems—the long term success of an urgent care center is ultimately dependent upon how well its people 

engage in delivering the experience patients expect of it.  In fact, as illustrated below, employee engagement is the first 

step in the cycle that leads to profitability.  If employees are disengaged, they’re likely unhappy with their jobs, meaning 

they’re ambivalent about the care delivered, resulting in substandard outcomes and patient experiences. Dissatisfied 

patients not only don’t return but they spread negative word of mouth, and eventually the center loses patients, loses 

money and fails. Thus, the opportunity cost of low employee engagement is the urgent care owner’s entire investment. 

 

Illustration 1: Increased employee engagement is the first step in the cycle leading to urgent care profitability. 

 
 

An "engaged employee" is one who is fully involved in, and enthusiastic about his/her work, and thus will act in ways 

that further the urgent care center’s interests. Employee engagement entails myriad cognitive, behavioral and 

attitudinal factors that include: 

 

• Understanding how their job is important to the organization; 

• Understanding how their job interacts with other jobs in the center; 

• Understanding what their managers expect of them; 

• Believing that there is a fair and equitable system for career advancement; 

• Believing that they will be rewarded (monetary or recognition) for making improvements to the center; 



• Receiving timely and actionable feedback as to their personal performance and the center’s performance; 

• Identifying with the values and ethics of management and the principles that guide the organization; and  

• Feeling included in decision-making and being “in the loop” of day-to-day communications. 

 

Perhaps the most important factor in engaging employees is reward/incentive programs tied to individual performance 

and organizational measures such as patient satisfaction scores, wait times, billing/collections rates, and overall center 

volume and profitability.  When structured correctly, reward/incentive programs can be highly effective in improving 

employee engagement but there is also a high risk of disengagement if employees feel they cannot affect the measures, 

employees believe the measure targets are out of reach, or if there’s too much time lag between employee behavior, 

measures and incentive payments. 

 

Employee Disengagement is the Norm 

 

According to the Gallup Organization’s 2013 State of the American Workplace Report, up to 70 percent of American 

workers are disengaged at work. Moreover, Gallup found engagement among service workers—and keep in mind that 

customer service in urgent care has many similarities to other service-oriented businesses—is among the lowest of all 

employment groupings. Given the importance of employee engagement, urgent care operators should consider the 

reasons why employees disengage: 

• They don’t know the goals/purposes of the business venture; 

• They don’t know what to do to achieve the goals/purposes of the business venture; 

• They don’t care about the goals/purposes of the business venture; and 

• They are not held accountable for personal or organizational results. 

The first three are countered by effective onboarding programs for new hires, ongoing training/development for all 

employees, active communication of strategies and goals from management to the front line, and deliberate efforts to 

create a culture that celebrates individual and organizational success in delivering great patient experiences.  The last, 

accountability, is dependent on having the correct measures in place, timely reporting, and either incentives or 

sanctions (carrots or sticks) for achieving or failing to achieve organizational objectives. 

Urgent Care’s Inherent Advantage 

Ultimately employees want to be engaged around something—and for urgent care, that “something” might as well be 

delivering a consistent, high quality experience to the center’s patients.  Unlike other service industries that employees 

“default to” because jobs are readily available, health care tends to attract people who want to “make a difference.”  For 

example, few young people aspire to wait tables or sell khakis at the mall, but they do see health care as a noble and 

respectable pursuit.  If restaurants and retail outlets can deliver outstanding service by engaged employees, then 

certainly urgent care has a leg up.  As the urgent care operator, your starting point is to approach your team with the 

same spirit that you approach your most valuable patients. 


