


Sacnrificing
sacred cows

How Judith Ann Karam rolled out a new
brand identity at Sisters of Charity Health System

BY PATRICK MAYOCK

ister Judith Ann Karam sacrificed her sacred cow. ® The

demands of a competitive business landscape often call for

moral ambiguity, but Karam, also a president and CEO, was
hardly acting with blasphemous intent. This is not a story of compro-
mised beliefs and shunned value. It is one of identity. # Take Karam's
“cow.” Hers was not the golden calf of biblical allusion. It was a name
that she held dear: The Sisters of Charity of St. Augustine Health
System. ‘€ Since the health provider was established in 1982, that name
has represented 20 entities spread throughout Cleveland, Canton and
South Carolina. In the past year alone, it’s represented $307 million in
annual revenue, $1 billion in total assets and the work of more than
10,000 employees. ® Most importantly, that name has represented the
identity, history and mission of a 156-year-old religious order.
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Sisters of Charity Health System

€6 You need to
have a real clear
sense of what
your goals are,
not just to
have an image
campaign to
have an image

campaign. a9

Sister Judith Ann Karam,
president and CEO, Sisters
of Charity Health System

Given what it stood for, Karam’s playful
pseudonym is not surprising. The fact that
she finally gave it up, on the other hand,
might be — until she explains the impetus:

“A needs assessment revealed a lack of
awareness with regard to our collective
ministries,” she says. “It also said that my
sacred cow, the name, was cumbersome.”

That initial assessment was the first
phase in a larger image campaign designed
to unite the 20 scattered voices of the sys-
tem’s 20 scattered entities,

“We want to be able to leverage our cause
on who we are,” Karam says. “We have
something to say about the care of the
uninsured. We have something to say about
faith-based health care.”

To say those things in a singular, collec-
tive voice, Karam let go of her cumbersome
sacred cow for the more compact title,
Sisters of Charity Health System.

But tuming idol into identity was no
effortless task. Karam and her steering
committee endured a fourphase “image
enhancement” initiative before creating the
stronger, more unified brand.

Understand your image

At Sisters of Charity Health System, the
image enhancement wasn't an end unto
itself. Karam and her executive staff set out
with the goal of leveraging the influence of
20 separate entities to yield political clout
within the realm of health care reform. The
criteria for the branding campaign
stemmed to meet that end.

“You need to have a real clear sense of
what your goals are, not just to have an
image campaign to have an image cam-
paign,” Karam says. “Dollars are too short.
Understand the goals front end.”

Understanding those goals can be as sim-
ple as revisiting your strategic plan. If you
already have a concrete vision in place,
examine whether or not your company’s
current identity inhibits your ability to get
there. Karam engaged her management
team in this process to secure the neces-
sary buy-in before moving forward.

Karam says before you take your first step
in that forward direction, you must under-
stand where you're starting from. Your com-
pany cannot take on a new identity without
comprehending what it is at present.

At the health system, she engaged outside
consultants during this phase to conduct a
thorough environmental assessment.

“We brought together representatives
from each of our 20 entities to talk about
who we were as a collective ministry,”
Karam says. “One of the key ways to do
that is to begin telling stories about the
ministry, and that's what the consultant
helped us to do.

“They also did an audit of all of our com-
munication strategies of all of our entities,
and they saw significant diversity in how
we communicated who we were,”

Throughout these initial steps, Karam
was adamant about maintaining a constant
channel of communication with as many
crucial stakeholders as possible.

“They were saying to me, ‘Well, how are
we going to use that information that I
gave?™ she says. “You come back to them
and say, ‘This is how we used the informa-
tion that you gave us.' That provides more
buy-in."

From this group of stakeholders, the con-
sultants then formed a steering committee,
which included representatives from each
entity that would drive the rest of the
branding campaign. Conspicuously absent
from this group was Karam.

“Even my internal staff was not present,”
she says. “That's critical. Give independ-
ence to the thought and to what the public
is thinking, whether it's good or bad. We
have no ability to control it. It is what it is.”

Without her presence, the consultants
were able to elicit unbiased feedback from
those representatives, a necessity before
entering into the campaign's next phase.

Sift through the feedback

With the environmental assessment com-
plete, another firm began to test market
perceptions and develop creative concepts
that told the health system’s collective
story.

In addition to the feedback gathered dur-
ing the first phase, the consultants gath-
ered 59 individuals to participate in four
internal focus groups. An additional 43
external stakeholders partook in compre-
hensive phone interviews.

Internally, the focus groups were com-
posed of board members, management,
employees and volunteers — a wide range
on the corporate spectrum. Their insight,
combined with that of the external stake-
holders, provided an adequate sampling of
feedback with which to make change.

“They basically began expressing issues
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