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Background
Understanding the role of relationships in health care organizations (HCOs) offers
opportunities for shaping health care delivery. When quality is treated as a property
arising from the relationships within HCOs, then different contributors of quality can be
investigated and more effective strategies for improvement can be developed.
Methods
Data were drawn from four large National Institutes of Health (NIH)â€“funded studies,
and an iterative analytic strategy and a grounded theory approach were used to

understand the characteristics of relationships within primary care practices. T his
multimethod approach amassed rich and comparable data sets in all four studies, which
were all aimed at primary care practice improvement. T he broad range of data included
direct observation of practices during work activities and of patient-clinician interactions,
in-depth interviews with physicians and other key staff members, surveys, structured
checklists of office environments, and chart reviews. Analyses focused on characteristics
of relationships in practices that exhibited a range of success in achieving practice
improvement. Complex adaptive systems theory informed these analyses.
Findings
T rust, mindfulness, heedfulness, respectful interaction, diversity, social/task relatedness,
and rich/lean communication were identified as important in practice improvement. A
model of practice relationships was developed to describe how these characteristics
work together and interact with reflection, sensemaking, and learning to influence
practice-level quality outcomes.
Discussion
Although this model of practice relationships was developed from data collected in
primary care practices, which differ from other HCOs in some important ways, the ideas
that quality is emergent and that relationships influence quality of care are universally
important for all HCOs and all medical specialties.
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