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Fort Belvoir, VA – Recently I came here to pick up some prescriptions which I had ordered online. One of the two military pharmacies on this Army base is located at the Base Exchange, which was more convenient for me than the one in the hospital.  Although I checked each container to ensure that I was getting the correct medications, when I arrived home (about 10 miles away), I noticed that one of the boxes of a medication I take as a heart transplant patient had already expired.  As I checked the others, I found another with an expiration date the next day, and another three were due to expire soon in the future.
The following day I drove back to the base and waited patiently for my turn at the prescription pick-up window.  When it was my turn, I asked to see the officer-in-charge. A young female sergeant came to the window.  When I explained the problem, she quickly responded, “Well, we all make mistakes.”

Needless to say, this was not the response I had been expecting.  I chose not to engage in a discussion with her about how this type of medication error could potentially cause illness or death, but simply waited until she produced a box with an expiration date about 8 months in the future.  Of course, I was not going to let this go – I just did not want to waste my time talking to someone who was obviously far over her head in terms of management skills.
Yesterday I walked to our local supermarket (the chain is named “Giant”) and bought a few items to carry home.  I did the self-checkout line, but, after paying, noticed that there were no plastic bags to put my products in for my walk home (about a mile).  When I asked a clerk nearby if there were any more plastic bags available, she told me that they had “run out” and were expecting some later, perhaps tomorrow.  She offered me a paper bag with no handle.  When I pursued the issue with the manager, he shrugged and mumbled, “I’m sorry.  It happens.”
I relate both of these stories to discuss what I refer to as “Hechingerized.”  Hechinger’s was a very successful hardware/home improvement chain here in the Washington, D.C. area in the early 1980’s.  Because there were no Home Depot’s or Lowe’s stores in the region then, Hechinger’s essentially had a corner on that part of the retail market.  It was an incredibly lucrative business, because the D.C. area was booming with construction of new homes.  How could Hechinger’s possibly go wrong??

Well, here is what happened.   As I continued to visit my local Hechinger store, I began to notice that the shelves for certain basic commodities were often empty.  One situation that I recall particularly was the nail bins, where customers could take a bag and fill it with the amount of a particular size and type of nail you needed.  You paid by weight.  Unfortunately, many of the nail bins were frequently empty.  When I went to the front of the store to talk to the manager, I was met with total unconcern.  He said something about “the truck hasn’t come in.”  When I wrote to corporate headquarters, I received no response.  So I then called, and was told that they “would look into it.”
Within three years, Hechinger’s declared bankruptcy.  In retrospect, they failed, not because one store manager failed to ensure that he was “out and about” in his store to detect and correct problems, but because corporate management had no process in place to maintain quality control in their stores.  If no one is watching daily, things happen in retail, and it generally is not good.
This is why the plastic bag problem at the Giant is indicative of a larger problem.  There just is NO excuse for a store to run out of such a basic necessity as bags for customers to take home product.  If a truck bringing the supplies does not have the bags, then a good store manager sends one of his people (or goes himself) to a neighboring Giant to borrow some (there are several Giants within 5 miles).  It will be interesting to see what response I get from corporate on this incident.

With respect to the pharmacy giving me expired drugs, I wrote a letter to the Commanding Officer of the hospital, with a copy to the base commander.  Today (two weeks later) I received a phone call from a senior officer (a Commander) who told me that he was the head pharmacist for the base. He apologized about the incident and told me that he was taking corrective action to put measures in place to ensure that this type of potentially dangerous medication error would not occur again.  He also said that he had recently taken over this leadership position and that he was working to change the climate which allowed such sloppiness to happen.  Whether this will happen, I do not know.  However, I can assure you that I will be double-checking each medication that I receive from this crowd.

The bigger lesson is that an organization is only as good as its leaders.  They set the tone, they determine the climate, they monitor performance.  It is hard work, and not everyone can do it.  Look around.  You will see several outfits which are in the final stages of Hechingerization.  
I thought you might like to know.
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