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From protests to plaudits: a small rural health service’s community 
engagement journey 

Karen Laing1 
1Kyneton District Health 

Kyneton District Health were experiencing difficulties engaging with our community.  

By 2013 community dissatisfaction was marked and clearly evident when a “Committee for a Better 
Functioning Hospital” presented 2400 signatures petitioning for change and hundreds of disgruntled 
people bearing placards attended a rowdy Annual General Meeting. 

Relationships with medical staff were strained. We were required to review governance systems 
within 90 days in order to be awarded Accreditation. Our reputation in the community and with our 
peers was damaged and, quite naturally, staff morale and patient satisfaction were significantly 
affected.  

Something needed to change. 

In 2014, following the appointment of a new Board and CEO, fresh strategic priorities were developed 
which focused on re-engagement and re-building trust with the community. We genuinely wanted 
input from the community and we actively sought their engagement to help build awareness, 
transparency and faith in the organisation.  

The “Tea 4 Ten” community consultation project was seen as way to get authentic grassroots 
feedback. Based on the ‘Kitchen Table Conversations’ methodology arising out of the USA; focused 
conversations were conducted amongst a group of people known to one another. We recruited ten 
hosts to each lead a conversation over morning tea with 9-10 of their invited guests (hence the name 
– “Tea 4 Ten”). 

Based on extensive and frank feedback from these forums, our Strategic and Quality Plans were 
revised. New initiatives included: the development of a Consumer and Community Advisory 
Committee and recruitment of new consumer representatives, revamping branding and publications, 
and building traditional and social media profiles. Particularly successful have been activities where 
we invited the community into the organisation, such as a Garden Planting event and a ‘Check Out 
Our Insides’ Open Day.  

Listening and responding to feedback from our medical community has also resulted in their renewed 
support for the hospital. Facilitated co-location of a local practice at the hospital has bolstered support 
for the Urgent Care Centre and reassured the community that medical staff and the hospital are 
working together for them.  

The most important thing we learnt is the value of listening and responding. From a patient care point 
of view, not a lot needed to change, but our openness and transparency have impacted significantly 
on community perception.  

In just three years we have improved quality and safety, increased staff and patient satisfaction and 
restored community confidence. 
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Kyneton District Health recently gained full ACHS Accreditation against the NSQHS National 
Standards. We received no recommendations for improvement and 2 criteria were rated as ‘Met With 
Merit’ by the surveyors, including Criterion 2.5.1. Consumers and/or carers participate in the design 
and redesign of health services. 

Staff satisfaction has risen from 71% to 95% (Victorian Public Sector - VPS - People Matters Survey) 

Patient satisfaction now consistently out-performs our peers at 95% -100% each quarter surveyed 
(Victorian Health Experience Survey – VHES – quarterly benchmark reports from Sept. ‘14 - current), 

From protests at our AGM 3 years ago, by 2016 the organisation was nominated by the community for 
the Business Excellence Award in the category of Professional Services. Not only did we win our 
category, we won the Macedon Ranges Business of the Year.  

We went on to be nominated and shortlisted as Finalists in the 2016 Victorian Public Healthcare 
Awards in 2 categories - Excellence in Community Engagement, in recognition of the success of our 
Tea 4 Ten initiative and for Small Rural Health Service of the Year. 

We commend all forms of Community and Consumer consultation, but it must be real and it must be 
two-way.  

Tea 4 Ten has helped us to break down barriers and to gather real perceptions, which are not often 
forthcoming or shared directly.  

Real consultation takes a considerable amount of work and resources, but it is important to listen and 
be seen to be to listening and responding – not telling the community what you’re doing or making 
assumptions about what they require of you. 

Presenter 

Karen Laing is the Director of Nursing, Quality and Community Engagement at Kyneton District 
Health. KDH is a small rural health service located in the Macedon Ranges in central Victoria, serving 
a population of ~45,000 people. Services provided by KDH include acute inpatient care, maternity, 
surgery, dialysis, palliative care, urgent care and community nursing services. Karen is committed to 
and has directed her career to rural health services management for the last 20 years. She has 
applied her knowledge and skills across the Victorian public and private sectors, initially in 
metropolitan and then in regional and small rural health services. Karen recognises that true 
partnership is an essential ingredient for success across a number of measures. Partnering with 
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