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I wanted to address Employee Engagement, the challenge of 
empowering and sustaining frontline staff in the difficult work they do. Our 
team believed we could do this by designing a new program, using a 
methodology of forum theater known as Theater of the Oppressed. Our 
program is both a model for staff development and a model for patient 
case conferencing.  
 
Problem Statement: 
Frontline Health Care Staff are hard working and highly skilled. Yet the 
intensity and complexity of their work (whether it involves patients, 
colleagues, or systems) can erode the sense empathy and agency that 
first inspired them to care for others. Employee Engagement is a strategic 
priority for Los Angeles County Department of Health Services (DHS). In 
2016, DHS measured Employee Engagement enterprise-wide, and called 
upon leaders across the organization to improve upon its baseline score. 
How might we design a program effective in engaging all employees, from 
all backgrounds and disciplines, across our (or any) large health system? 
 
Discovery 

ACT Together 
Increase Employee Engagement with a New Model of Forum Theater Case Conferencing 

Josh Banerjee, MD, MPH, MS, Associate Medical Director for Transitions of Care, jbanerjee@dhs.lacounty.gov 
LAC+USC Medical Center, Department of Health Services (DHS), County of Los Angeles dhs.lacounty.gov 

Goal: Develop a sustainable, scalable program that can improve 
survey measures of Employee Engagement for all health care staff 
everywhere. 
 
Outcome-oriented Objective:  Increase summary score 
on DHS-Employee Engagement Survey for LAC+USC Adult Primary 
Care Clinics, from baseline 3.64 to short-term target 3.75 within six 
months (December 2017 to June 2018). 
 

• Our program proved effective in increasing employee engagement, 
both through survey measures referenced here and through wealth 
of qualitative data collected during program development and 
implementation. 

• Scheduling of staff and community partners emerged as greatest 
challenge. Business model should adjust to include administrative 
time and tasks required for scheduling. 

• ACT Together Program promises to be generalizable. We are 
confident it is applicable to all health care settings, everywhere. 

• Project reaffirmed my belief that employee engagement should be 
top priority for leaders everywhere. 

 

Next Steps:  
• Present to Los Angeles County DHS: make argument to sustain 

and expand across LAC+USC Medical Center and DHS. 

• Develop system for expanding pool of community partner actors. 

 

  

 
 

Co-Creators: 
Brent Blair, PhD & 
Astrid Heger, MD 
 
LAC+USC VIP Clinic  
(Violence Intevention Program)   
 
USC School of Dramatic Arts 
(SDA)  
 
LAC+USC Primary Care 

• Engaged Theatre Case  
Conferences for 
Clinic/Unit/Department, led by 
their frontline staff (Adult PC 
Clinics)  

• Training/rehearsal sessions for   
staff leading conferences 

• VIP Clinic seed funding 
 

• Quarterly Retreats (scheduled, 
protected time for staff training) 

 
• USC SDA- affiliated  Community   

Actors 

Employee Engagement  
(Agency, Skills, Practice, Feedback, 
Collective Awareness, Institutional 
Memory, Gameplan, Catharsis, 
Support, Recognition, Empathy 
from colleagues)  
 
Employee Engagement  
(Unify staff, Get most out of staff,  
Recruit/retain staff, Optimize 
resources)  
 
Employee Engagement  
(Respect and Empathy from all 
Health Care Staff and from all 
encounters) 

Personal Assistance: conference is 
tailored to staff experience, local 
environment 
Community: conference offers intimate, 
shared experience 
Co-Creation: staff and administration 
shape conferences, are part of innovation 

• PCMH leadership meetings 
 

• Staff meetings 
 

• Clinic session briefs 

Frontline Health Care Staff 
(multidisciplinary group of Adult 
PC Staff) 
 
Health Care Administration 
(LAC+USC Medical Center, LA 
County Department of Health 
Services) 
 
Patients  
(debilitated, discouraged, 
disenfranchised, largely Safety 
Net Patients) 

ACT Together Conference = 2 hours of all-staff-together time 
6 ACT Together 2-hour practice sessions for conference leads = 12 individual staff hours  
Conference facilitator & actors' fees 
_______________________  
x 4 Conferences per year 

Proximal Outcomes: improve survey measures of Employee Engagement (DHS Employee 
Engagement Survey)   
Distal Outcomes: improve objective measures of Employee Engagement, including increased 
retention, reduced sick time, and improved performance on quality metrics 

Project Timeline & Employee Engagement Survey 

ACT Together – Program Effectiveness Survey 

1. I identified world leaders in community-building and trauma-informed care: 
Astrid Heger M.D. and Brent Blair Ph.D. They agreed to be my mentors and 
partners in this journey. 
 

2. I interviewed over 50 “customers” across the health care workforce continuum, 
these included: patients, certified medical assistants, clerks, nurses, community 
health workers, occupational therapists, primary care providers, emergency 
providers, hospitalists, psychiatrists, medical school faculty, nursing school 
faculty, social workers, hospital administration and law enforcement. 
 

3. Overwhelmingly, our customers believed the most challenging situations in 
health care do not have perfect solutions. 
 

4. However, they felt these difficult encounters can have “better” and “worse” 
outcomes. And my customers felt the experience of “doing better” in their work 
is both empowering and sustaining. 
 

5. Most customers defined engagement as being part of problem-solving, even if 
the problems are not solved perfectly. 
 

6. Applied theater arts, specifically a type of forum theater known as Theater of 
the Oppressed, have been effective in other environments experiencing 
conflict. Perhaps this methodology could help improve employee engagement in 
healthcare? 
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