
What Your Board Needs to Know 
About Quality and Patient Safety:
A Joint Commission Guide

Foreword by Jonathan B. Perlin, MD, PhD, MSHA, MACP, FACMI

President and Chief Executive Officer, The Joint Commission and Joint Commission Resources



ii What Your Board Needs to Know About Quality and Patient Safety: A Joint Commission Guide

Joint Commission Resources Mission
The mission of Joint Commission Resources 
(JCR) is to continuously improve the safety and 
quality of health care in the United States and in 
the international community through the 
provision of education, publications, 
consultation, and evaluation services. 

Disclaimers
JCR educational programs and publications 
support, but are separate from, the accreditation 
activities of The Joint Commission. Attendees  
at Joint Commission Resources educational 
programs and purchasers of JCR publications 
receive no special consideration or treatment in, or 
confidential information about, the accreditation 
process. The inclusion of an organization name, 
product, or service in a JCR publication should 
not be construed as an endorsement of such 
organization, product, or service, nor is failure  
to include an organization name, product, or 
service to be construed as disapproval.

This publication is designed to provide accurate 
and authoritative information regarding the 
subject matter covered. Every attempt has been 
made to ensure accuracy at the time of 
publication; however, please note that laws, 
regulations, and standards are subject to change. 
Please also note that some of the examples in 
this publication are specific to the laws and 
regulations of the locality of the facility. The 
information and examples in this publication are 
provided with the understanding that the 
publisher is not engaged in providing medical, 
legal, or other professional advice. If any such 
assistance is desired, the services of a competent 
professional person should be sought.

© 2023 The Joint Commission

Published by Joint Commission Resources
Oakbrook Terrace, IL 60181 USA
https://www.jcrinc.com

Joint Commission Resources, Inc. (JCR), a 
not-for-profit affiliate of The Joint Commission, 
has been designated by The Joint Commission to 
publish publications and multimedia products. 
JCR reproduces and distributes these materials 
under license from The Joint Commission.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication 
may be reproduced in any form or by any means 
without written permission from the publisher. 
Requests for permission to make copies of any 
part of this work should be sent to 
permissions@jcrinc.com.

ISBN (print): 978-1-63585-328-5
ISBN (e-book): 978-1-63585-329-2
Printed in the USA 

For more information about  
The Joint Commission, please visit  
https://www.jointcommission.org.

Development Team
Associate Director, Editorial, Accreditation 

Content: Mary Beth Curran
Senior Content Systems Specialist: Chris Zwirek
Executive Editor: Carolyn Schierhorn, MA
Editorial Coordinator: Kristine Stejskal
Associate Director, Production: Johanna Harris
Executive Director, Global Publishing:  

Catherine Chopp Hinckley, MA, PhD

Reviewers
Joint Commission Division of Accreditation and 
Certification Operations
Deborah A. Ryan, MS, RN, Interim Executive  

Vice President 

Joint Commission Department of Governance 
and Corporate Affairs
Kim Andersen, Corporate Governance Officer
Margaret Vanamringe, Executive Vice President, 

Public Policy and Government Relations 
(retired)

Joint Commission Resources
John P. Berry, RN, MSN, CMS Specialist  

Principal Consultant
Beth Glassford, RN, MSHA, FACHE, CJCP, 

Principal Consultant
Kathryn K. Leonhardt, MD, MPH, CPHQ, CPPS, 

Principal Consultant
LuAnn Vis, RN, MSOD, CPHQ, Associate Director, 

High Reliability Initiatives

Joint Commission International
Joel A. Roos, MD, MBA, MHCDS, CPE, Vice 

President International Accreditation, Quality 
Improvement, and Patient Safety



iii

Table of Contents

Access to the Digital Tools in This Book................................................... v

Foreword............................................................................................................vii

Introduction.......................................................................................................xi

Chapter 1: Overview of Quality and Safety in 
Health Care Organizations............................................................................1
• What Is Health Care Quality?..........................................................................1
• Why Is Health Care Quality Important?..........................................................2
• What Is the Relationship Between Quality and Patient Safety?...................6
• 	�How Can Health Care Organizations Improve the Quality of Care,

Treatment, and Services They Offer?.......................................................... 19
• What Are the Board’s Responsibilities for Quality and Safety?................. 22
• 	�What Is the Relationship Between Quality and Safety and

Health Care Equity?...................................................................................... 24

Chapter 2: Current Challenges Related to Quality and Safety........ 33
• Climate Change and Decarbonization......................................................... 34
• Data Security................................................................................................ 36
• Emergency Management............................................................................. 38
• Fire Safety and Life Safety........................................................................... 41
• Infection Prevention and Control................................................................. 43
• Medication Management............................................................................. 46
• Patient Suicide.............................................................................................. 48
• Staff Safety................................................................................................... 50
• Staff Training and Competency Assessment.............................................. 53
• Workforce Satisfaction................................................................................. 55

Chapter 3: The Role of The Joint Commission in 
Quality and Safety......................................................................................... 61
• What Is The Joint Commission?................................................................... 61
• Joint Commission Accreditation.................................................................. 62
• The Joint Commission and Law and Regulation......................................... 71
• The Joint Commission Accreditation Process............................................. 72
• The Joint Commission and Measurement.................................................. 80



iv What Your Board Needs to Know About Quality and Patient Safety: A Joint Commission Guide

Chapter 4: The Board’s Role in Improving Quality and Safety....... 83
• Board Requirements Related to Quality and Safety................................... 83
• Board Engagement in Quality and Safety................................................... 90
• Board Participation in Performance Improvement..................................... 97

Appendix........................................................................................................ 107
• Developing a Diverse, Multidisciplinary Board......................................... 107
• Committing to Board Accountability and Evaluation................................ 111

Index............................................................................................................... 117



xiIntroduction

As a board member for a health care organization’s governing body or as a 
professional involved in coordinating and educating health care board 
members, you already know that a health care organization’s governing body 
is composed of individuals from a variety of backgrounds—from the worlds of 
finance, marketing, local business, education, religious groups, health care 
providers, not-for-profits, and other community leaders. Diversity is desirable. 
A successful health care organization board benefits from a collection of 
different competencies, experiences, and perspectives.

However, you may also have noticed that many of your fellow board 
members—maybe even you—are from backgrounds outside the health care 
field. In fact, according to a 2023 study published in the Journal of General 
Internal Medicine, fewer than 15% of board members at leading hospitals in 
the United States have a professional background in health care.1 
Furthermore, many do not have a background in the critical topics of quality 
and safety—and even those who do have experience may not have received 
regular education on these topics.

This statistic may seem problematic, considering that board members have 
tremendous responsibility for ensuring quality and safety at a health care 
organization—an especially heavy lift for those without any professional 
health care experience. What this statistic does support, however, is the 
importance of robust and regular board education, particularly on the topics 
of health care quality and safety.

A health care organization’s board plays an important role in ensuring quality 
and safety, and yet many governing bodies are not consistently, effectively, or 
regularly educated on these topics (see Figure I-1 on page xii). Furthermore, 
research has shown that higher-performing health care organizations are 
correlated with well-educated boards that discuss and monitor quality and 
safety in measurable, meaningful ways at every board meeting (see Figure 
I-2 on page xii).2,3

Introduction
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The rapidly changing nature of health care means that you, as a board 
member or perhaps as someone who coordinates the board’s activities, 
need to stay ahead of the curve and continuously educate yourself on new 
and emerging quality and safety issues in health care. Some of today’s 
common challenges have been around for many years (for example, infection 
prevention and control, medication management, emergency preparedness), 
while others have moved to the forefront (for example, worker well-being and 
safety, climate change and decarbonization, health care disparities). There is 
always much to know and even more to learn as numerous factors come into 
play with quality and safety. These and other challenges are addressed 
throughout this book.

List quality and safety expertise as a top competency for new board members, 
but only 29% receive continuous education on this topic 

Have some members who are not confident in their skill to guide safety and 
quality oversight

Have some members who do not feel they have adequate education for their 
role in safety and quality

Do not feel knowledge of safety and quality is adequate for their fiduciary duty

Are not confident in their understanding of safety and quality measurement

8888%%

7722%%

5500%%

4411%%

4411%%

Figure I-1. Board Members and Quality and Safety

Sources: American Hospital Association. National Health Care Governance Survey Report, 2019; and Goeschel CA, et al. Board 
quality scorecards: Measuring improvement. Am J Med Qual. 2011 Jul–Aug;26(4):254–260.

AA  hheeaalltthh  ccaarree  
oorrggaanniizzaattiioonn’’ss  
ggoovveerrnniinngg  bbooddyy  

ppllaayyss  aann  iimmppoorrttaanntt  
rroollee  iinn  eennssuurriinngg  

qquuaalliittyy  aanndd  ssaaffeettyy..    

• Research has shown that higher-
performing health care organizations 
are correlated with well-educated 
boards that discuss and monitor quality 
and safety in measurable, meaningful 
ways at every board meeting.

• It’s essential that health care governing 
bodies have the resources and support 
needed to ensure safety and quality of 
care at the organizations they serve. 

 

Figure I-2. Leadership Matters

Sources: Vaughn T, et al. Governing body, C-suite, and clinical management perceptions of quality and safety structures, 
processes, and priorities in U.S. hospitals. J Healthc Manag. 2014 Mar–Apr;59(2):111–128; and Baker GR, et al. Designing 
effective governance for quality and safety in Canadian healthcare. Healthc Q. 2010;13(1):38–45.
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Purpose of This Book
Odds are, if you’re reading this book, you are either a board member for a 
health care organization or responsible for coordinating the activities of the 
governing body at a health care organization. And you are likely very serious 
about the role of the governing board in ensuring health care quality and 
patient safety at your organization—as you should. This book is indeed for you.

But why is The Joint Commission writing this book, and why now? As the 
world emerges from the COVID-19 pandemic, quality and patient safety are 
even more important than ever before. Throughout its more than 70 years, 
The Joint Commission has always been an authoritative, trustworthy champion 
for quality and patient safety, and many organizations and health care 
professionals are looking to us for our insights and support, particularly now.

The purpose of What Your Board Needs to Know About Quality and Patient 
Safety: A Joint Commission Guide is to educate board members like you about 
some key topics related to quality and safety and to offer recommendations for 
effective governance. Health care organizations trust The Joint Commission to 
guide their leaders in what they absolutely must know about health care quality 
and patient safety. Reading this book will deepen your understanding of 
ongoing and emerging issues and reinforce your knowledge of and commitment 
to improving quality of care and safety, which will assist you in carrying out 
your responsibilities as a board member. These issues are addressed as they 
pertain to Joint Commission standards and also—and more importantly—
through the broader lens of improving the health of the global community. 
Remember: Safety and quality aren’t important because they’re Joint 
Commission accreditation requirements; they’re accreditation requirements 
because they’re important—for every health care organization.

Reading this book and engaging in ongoing education on quality and safety 
are ways to demonstrate your commitment to your health care organization 
and the community for which it provides care, treatment, and services.

What Your Board Needs to Know About Quality and Patient Safety aims to 
answer the following questions:
•	 What is quality, and why is it important?
•	 What is the relationship between quality and safety?
•	 How should board members be educated on issues related to quality  

and safety?
•	 What are the board’s responsibilities related to quality and safety?
•	 How should quality and safety be addressed during board meetings?
•	 How does the board monitor performance improvement related to quality 

and safety?
•	 How can the board help an organization achieve its quality and safety goals?
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In short, this book gives you an overview from a leading champion of quality 
and safety—The Joint Commission—of the major issues related to quality and 
safety. It cannot cover everything in depth, but it does provide a road map for 
your future, ongoing education. Health care is evolving quickly, and so are 
quality and safety. This book can’t answer all the questions in detail, but it 
can help you move in the right direction. It should spark your curiosity and 
desire for more information as a board member.

To get the most from this book, it’s also important to understand what it 
doesn’t do:
•	 It is not a checklist of activities that, when completed, proves you have a 

good board or that you are now an “educated board member.”
•	 It is not a set of step-by-step instructions for boards to achieve safe, 

quality care, treatment, and services at their organizations. (If only it were 
that easy!)

•	 It is not a comprehensive guide to all the safety and quality concerns 
boards ever need to know about.

•	 It is not limited to only those topics explicitly addressed in Joint Commission 
accreditation standards so that your organization will “pass its survey.”

Audience for This Book
This book provides new and existing board members from all types of health 
care organizations—regardless of Joint Commission accreditation status—
valuable information they need to effectively oversee safety and quality. Most 
of the content applies to hospitals and health care systems in the United 
States. However, this book does contain information, insights, and 
suggestions that can be adapted for other health care settings as well as 
international health care organizations. Other organizational leaders (such as 
chief executive officers, chief patient safety officers, chief quality officers, 
other C-suite executives, board liaisons, and the like) who work closely with 
the governing board can also benefit from reading this book, either with their 
board or independently.

A note on language: The term health care organization in this book 
refers to all types of programs and settings offering physical, medical, 
and behavioral health care, treatment, and services. Different 
programs and settings refer to those they serve in different ways. 
However, for simplicity’s sake, this book’s use of the term patient 
includes residents, clients, and individuals served.
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Overview of Contents
This book is divided into four chapters and an appendix, summarized below.

Chapter 1: Overview of Quality and Safety in  
Health Care Organizations
Chapter 1 begins by defining quality and explores how quality and patient 
safety are integrally related. It explains the STEEEP® framework and how it is 
used to define and measure quality of care. The chapter also summarizes 
your responsibilities as a board member for quality and safety, including the 
importance of accountability and transparency at various levels.

Chapter 2: Current Challenges Related to  
Quality and Safety
Chapter 2 provides snapshots of some of the top areas of concern related to 
quality and safety for health care organizations. Among the challenges 
featured are workforce satisfaction and safety, climate change and 
decarbonization, and infection prevention and control. Please keep in mind 
that these are snapshots, and each one provides just a brief overview of a 
key issue and its significance. These executive summaries are not 
necessarily comprehensive in scope but are intended to spark discussion 
and further learning for board members.

Chapter 3: The Role of The Joint Commission in 
Quality and Safety
Chapter 3 provides an overview of The Joint Commission and how it works 
with organizations to improve quality and safety. It includes a summary of 
The Joint Commission’s accreditation and certification programs, and it 
explains the accreditation process. Again, it is an executive summary, 
tailored to the needs of a health care organization’s board.

Chapter 4: The Board’s Role in Improving  
Quality and Safety
Chapter 4 details ways that your board can remain engaged in quality and 
safety issues, participate in your organization’s performance improvement 
goals, and continue to be accountable as a board to the entire organization 
and the community it serves. The chapter also features a helpful checklist 
that outlines your responsibilities as a board member according to Joint 
Commission requirements.
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Appendix
The appendix discusses the importance of creating and maintaining a 
diverse, multidisciplinary board and board-level quality and safety 
committee. It also addresses methods for evaluating the board and includes 
a helpful tool for assessing individual board members’ engagement and a 
skills matrix to identify leadership gaps.
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