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Welcome to Component 2, The Culture of Health Care. This is Unit 3, Health Care Settings—The Places Where Health Care is Delivered. In this fourth lecture, we will discuss nonclinical hospital departments and their functions.
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Many nonclinical departments help a hospital run smoothly and efficiently. Nonclinical refers to all of the departments that are not directly involved in patient care. Instead, they are related to a hospital’s functionality as a large business, an employer, and a partner in its local community.
Slide 3 
Sometimes known as the personnel office, the human resources (HR) department manages all functions related to employees and staffing. This includes recruiting and interviewing job applicants, providing orientation for new employees, and administering benefits for current employees. The HR department also manages employee retention strategies, reviews, promotions, and termination.

In addition to basic employment functions, HR is responsible for employee education, ensuring compliance with government employment regulations and ethical labor practices, and reviewing and addressing employee grievances. HR also typically administers the employee assistance program, which helps employees through difficult personal issues.
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On a higher level, the HR department is in charge of maximizing the hospital's return on the investments it makes in the people it hires. This is achieved by making strategic staffing decisions that support the organization's mission and goals. To support this function, the HR department works with the hospital's senior leadership on organizational analysis, design, and development. When necessary, HR helps to implement change management and employee-behavior management programs.
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The hospital's business office is responsible for day-to-day finance functions, including management of patient accounts, accounts payable, and payroll.

For patients, the business office takes care of posting charges to their account and sending bills. The office also bills third-party payers, such as Medicare, Medicaid and private insurers. It receives payments and collects on delinquent accounts. The business office also provides financial counseling and assists patients in seeking financial aid from various agencies. 
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The marketing and public relations departments manage internal and external communications for the hospital. Marketing functions generally deal with communication channels in which the message is controlled. Examples include print and radio advertising, publications, brochures, and the hospital's online presence. Public and community relations functions are more concerned with influencing and managing external perceptions of the hospital through special events, community outreach and education, and regular interaction with local and national media. Both departments may regularly perform market research and develop communication plans designed to engage and inform key audiences.
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If the hospital is not-for-profit, it will have a development office, sometimes also known as the hospital foundation. The foundation solicits charitable monetary gifts and other donations that support the hospital’s programs and services. The office may coordinate annual giving programs and charitable events, tributes and memorial donations, and special naming opportunities in return for large donations. It also works with individuals on estate planning, which allows them to make the hospital the beneficiary of a will or trust.
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The hospital's materials and purchasing department buys the supplies, equipment, and services used throughout the facility. This department helps to identify suppliers of needed items, coordinates bids, and negotiates prices and contracts with vendors. It issues purchase orders on behalf of the hospital staff, and it handles receiving, central storage, and distribution of supplies. The materials department also ensures that patient care rooms and emergency carts remain stocked with appropriate medical and surgical supplies.
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The hospital admissions process ensures that hospital resources are available to patients in need. The admissions department confirms that patients are eligible for admission, either because of a direct request by a physician who has privileges at the hospital, because of evaluation and care in the hospital's emergency department, or because the patient is being transferred from another hospital.

The admissions staff records vital information such as the patient's name, address, date of birth, Social Security number, and insurance information. This information is recorded in the patient's chart, along with medical history and current condition. The admissions department also obtains signed consent for the patient to receive medical care, either from the patient or from his or her guardian.

Another important function of the admissions department is insurance verification and preauthorization, which may be coordinated with the business office.
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The patient’s medical record, or chart, is an essential tool to track all information about the patient. This includes medical history, diagnostic evaluations, laboratory tests, diagnoses, interventions, medications, vital information, and insurance information. The medical records department is sometimes also called the health information management department. It maintains all records and documents related to patient care to meet the hospital’s medical, administrative, legal, ethical, regulatory, and institutional requirements. This department also coordinates authorization for copying and release of health information.
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The information flow in a typical hospital can be staggering, and with the advent of electronic medical records, the demands on hospitals’ computers and computer networks are growing continuously. The information technology or IT [eye-tee] department maintains and upgrades the hospital’s computer equipment, software, and networks so that all systems run smoothly with a minimum of downtime or data loss. This department ensures that the hospital system’s various departmental networks can communicate efficiently with each other in order to integrate medical and business data. It also maintains the networks that the human resources department uses to track employment data. Due to the sensitive nature of the medical and financial information in hospital records, the IT department also has the very important function of keeping all networks and information private and secure.
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The facilities management department manages the physical maintenance and upkeep of the buildings where patient care takes place. The staff in this department maintain the hospital’s heating, ventilating, and air conditioning systems, along with utilities, telecommunications, and clinical engineering equipment. As a hospital's infrastructure ages, the facilities management leadership must make upgrades and improvements. They may decide on so-called green initiatives to increase the hospital's energy efficiency and reduce its carbon footprint. In addition, they plan for preventive and corrective maintenance programs to improve operational efficiency, asset life, safety, and compliance with regulatory agencies.
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Although the communication technology department is often part of facilities management, it performs essential functions worthy of special mention here. This department maintains not only the telephone network of the hospital, but also the electronic paging and emergency dispatch. It may also be responsible for alarm and intercom systems.
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Environmental services provides for a safe and sanitary hospital by controlling solid, liquid, biohazardous, and radioactive wastes. The department also handles the daily cleaning routine, schedules project work such as window washing and floor waxing, and cleans patient rooms during and after a patient’s stay in the hospital. Cleanliness in the hospital is essential not only for infection control, but also for patient and employee satisfaction. The environmental services department also maintains the safety and appearance of the hospital's outdoor grounds.
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The quality assurance department is on the front line in ensuring patient safety. This department monitors the medical staff's adherence to treatment procedures that are based on the latest medical research and recommended by national and international organizations. The goal of quality assurance is to reduce medical errors by ensuring that the right treatment is given to the right patient at the right time, every time. Other functions of this department can be to verify the licensing of newly hired medical staff, and to ensure that staff renew their credentials on schedule. The quality assurance department is also in charge of preparing reports on the hospital’s safety and quality statistics, and submitting those to public databases.
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Hospitals serve an important community role as a central participant in the care of people affected by disaster, whether it be natural or man-made. Therefore, most hospitals maintain an elaborate disaster preparedness plan, which may be overseen by its own department, by an interdepartmental committee, or by senior-level medical staff in the hospital's emergency department. The purpose of this plan is to provide a framework by which internal hospital departments, external public-safety organizations, such as police and fire departments, and government entities can work together to provide disaster relief services to affected people. Some examples of external disasters covered in a hospital's plan might include mass casualty incidents, civil disturbances, commercial transport accidents, extremes of weather, and regional power outages. They can also include events that might affect people's ability to access the hospital, such as transit strikes, or situations in which an unusually large volume of patients is expected at once, such as the evacuation of neighboring hospital.
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A hospital must plan for potential internal problems and disasters as well. These might include fires, explosions, loss of climate control services, loss of essential medical gases, workplace violence or hostage situations, telecommunications failures, infant abductions, or hazardous material spills.
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Many hospitals have a large contingent of volunteers who serve in almost all of the departments, including clinical, administrative, and support functions. The volunteer services department coordinates these activities by tracking requests from the various departments and assigning duties to volunteers depending on their skills and interests. This department also ensures proper orientation, training, and protection of volunteers by offering CPR classes, health screenings, and flu shots.
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In summary, most hospitals require a large number of nonclinical departments. Their functions relate to business, employment, facilities, or community relations. Nonclinical departments allow physicians, nurses, and allied health professionals to concentrate on delivering excellent patient care. 
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