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Book Review: ‘The Outstanding 
Organization’ by Karen Martin
By Millie Hast, MS, CHAM

Author Karen Martin is a quality improvement and management consultant with more than 20 years of 
experience. Her background is in healthcare, but she has assisted Fortune 500 companies and a wide 
variety of clients nationwide. In a nutshell, she’s seen a few things over the years—the good, the bad 
and the ugly—and has taken note. “The Outstanding Organization” (McGraw Hill, 2012) offers her views 
of what makes an organization outstanding and practical advice on how to make lasting improvements.

Some quality improvement books 
are written for senior leadership, 
with guidance at the 30,000-
foot level. While these books are 
important, they may not be useful 
for a department manager. Others 
are written at the micro level for 
specific departments. These books 
may have concrete suggestions, 
but not overarching guidance. 
One of the many strengths of 
“The Outstanding Organization” 
is its relevance for all levels of 
management. You’ll find lots of 

ideas within these pages, written 
in a straightforward, no-nonsense 
style.

Improvement guru Brian Tracy, 
author of “Full Engagement,” 
said, “This fast-moving book gives 
managers a series of practical, 
proven strategies and tools to 
improve performance to get better 
results immediately,” and Matthew 
E. May, author of “The Laws of 
Subtraction,” said, “Too often, 
outstanding performance seems out 
of reach. Karen Martin explains, 
with elegant simplicity, why so 
many organizations ‘can’t get there 
from here.’ Better yet, she provides 
clear, actionable advice on building 
a foundation that will allow anyone 
to achieve excellence.”

Martin begins by identifying 
behavior patterns that undermine 
success. Internal chaos, which 
she defines as random and 
unpredictable variation, prevents 
lasting positive change. In her 
view, chaos results from shifting 
priorities, unclear direction, 
unstable processes, unhappy 
customers and disengaged

employees. Fortunately, internal 
chaos can be prevented or reduced. 

You can improve, she says, by 
addressing the chaos that is within 
your control. This book goes on to 
tell you how to do that. Imagine 
the results that could occur if 
everyone at an organization’s 
manager level followed this 
principle! Your organization would 
have a much stronger foundation 
for excellence.

You can improve, Karen 

Martin says, by addressing 

the chaos that is within your 

control. This book goes on 

to tell you how to do that. 

Imagine the results that 

could occur if everyone at an 

organization’s manager level 

followed these principles!
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Martin identifies habit as one of 
the barriers to reducing chaos. 
We may not “see” the problems in 
processes that have been in place 
for years. It’s just the way we’ve 
always done it, right? The key is to 
take a fresh look. Why should a 
habit persist if it stands in the way 
of improvement?

An outstanding organization, 
Martin says, is one that delivers 
consistent value through effective 
problem solving, continuous 
improvement and resilience in 
the face of setbacks. The tools to 
achieve consistent value are clarity, 
focus, discipline and engagement. 
The rest of the book discusses how 
to create these tools and use them 
to achieve consistent value.

Clarity may remain elusive for 
organizations that don’t demand 
precision. But we’re a hospital, you 
say. We have to be clear, because 
lives hang in the balance. True, 
but how many staff members 
have differing ideas about their 
roles? How often do they have to 
ask for clarification of requests? 
How many different keywords do 
they use to describe the same or 
similar processes? For example, 
how about pre-cert, pre-auth and 
authorization? Invoice versus bill? 
Payment plan, budget plan and 
payment arrangement?

Metrics also are fundamental. 
Martin advises that you measure 
three: percent complete and 
accurate, process time and lead 
time. She goes into specific detail 
about how to create and document 
these measurements.

Martin says focus plays a starring 
role in success, and failure to 
focus creates chaos. Choose a 
few priorities, and stick to them, 
she advises. Say no to just about 
everything else. Fortunately, she 
provides specific criteria to help 
you achieve your “short list” of the 
right priorities and guidance on 
how to build consensus among 
stakeholders for these tasks. 
Discipline is another essential 

Of all her recommendations, 

employee engagement is 

the most vital. Engagement 

is defined as “the extent of 

workforce commitment, both 

emotional and intellectual, 

to accomplishing the work, 

mission and vision of the 

organization.”

for outstanding organizations. 
By discipline, she does not mean 
punishment or micromanagement. 
She means persistence. She cites 
top performers in many walks 
of life who have this quality: the 
violinist Yo Yo Ma, the bestselling 
author Stephen King, the U. S. 
Navy’s Seal Team Six, etc. They 
all obsess over errors, and when 
they don’t achieve their goal, they 
go back and reassess why not and 
what they could do differently. She 
recommends the “plan-do-study-
adjust” method of solving problems 
and building internal discipline 
from the ground up.

Of all her recommendations, 
employee engagement is the most 
vital. Engagement is defined as “the 
extent of workforce commitment, 
both emotional and intellectual, to 
accomplishing the work, mission 
and vision of the organization.” 
Connection, control and creativity 
all play a role in inspiring 
engagement, and she suggests 
several ways of encouraging these 
qualities.

Lastly, the good news for Patient 
Access managers is, “You don’t need 
top-down buy-in to begin building 
a critical mass of people who, little 
by little, are putting an end to 
self-inflicted chaos and clearing the 
way to ‘outstandingness.’” You can 
do it on your own. For this reason, 
“The Outstanding Organization” is 
definitely worth reading. l

Millie Hast, MS, 
CHAM, is program 

manager of patient 

services at The 

University of Texas 

MD Anderson Cancer 

Center. She is a member of the NAHAM 

Publications Committee and the NAHAM 

Southwest Region.


