
How to successfully scale improvement 
work:

Improving therapeutic engagement and 
observations across a large organisation





Plan for this session

Why is scaling up quality improvement so hard?

Deep dive into a case study from East London NHS 
FT

Identifying the enablers to effective scale-up
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Why is scaling up improvement hard?

Michigan Keystone project
108 ICUs

Reduction from 7.7 infections per 1000 
catheter days to 1.4 at 16-18months follow-up

(p < 0.002)

215 ICUs across England





Why is scaling up improvement hard?
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Attention to 
context as well as 

technical 
interventions

Designing for 
scale from the 

outset

Depth and 
closeness of 

support structure

Ability to adapt & 
customise the 
interventions

Capacity & 
capability

Leadership 
attention



ELFT as an organisation 

• Mental Health (Inpatient, 
Community, Forensics)

• Community Health Care

• Talking Therapies 

• Primary Care 

• Children's Mental Health 

7000 staff 2.2 million 



Inpatient Mental Health Services 

Adult 
Inpatient

Forensic 
Inpatient

CAMHS
Older 
Adults

54 Inpatient wards
 

 



The context of this work

Quality and 
Safety

Serious 
Incidents

Service User 
Feedback

Inconsistent 
Practice



What are mental health observations?

Observation practice should be 
viewed as providing an 
opportunity for therapeutic 
engagement with service users

(Farelly et al 2014)  
 

• General supportive observation – Every hour

• Intermittent supportive observation - Every 15 
mins

 
• Continuous supportive observation – within 

eyesight

• Continuous supportive observation – within 
arm’s length    



Quality Improvement Method

ELFT Sequence of 
Improvement

Model for Improvement



Use of QI methods to sustainably scale 
September 2022-August 2023 September 2023-March 2024 March 2024- July 2024



Improving 
Therapeutic 

Engagement & 
Observations 
on inpatient 

Mental Health 
Wards 

Meaningful engagement 

Recording methods

Experience of observations

Missed observations

Activity Boxes 
Loved ones attending mealtimes 
Protected engagement room 
Protected engagement time 
Life Skills Recovery Worker 
Life Skills Recovery Worker on Twighlight shift 
Key contact on admission 
Protected Staff time for wellbeing 
ZonaL Nursing 
Go to staff member on admission

New Observation Form 
Board Relay 
Different Colour Clipboards 
QR Codes 
Bumbags and Lanyards  

Patient input into huddles  
Infrared Torches 
Leaflet explaining obs

Reminder and Alarm clocks for Obs 
High Visibility Tabard 
Observation sign on door 
Spot Checks 
Buddy System

Our theory of change



Three Change Ideas tested for full scale

Observation board relay Handover

Zonal observations Relational security
Early detection / 

intervention

Evening / weekend
Enhanced activities

Therapeutic 
environment

Containment & safety



Results 

23%



Results 

38% 60% 16%

26% 38%

16%



Staff and Service User Feedback 

“we are really pleased with how 
successful the zonal observation 

system has been...and most 
importantly what it means for us 

patients is that we are receiving good 
quality care”  

Service User

“you can now get into meaningful 
conversations which leads to 

therapeutic engagement”
 Staff

“… the work has kept the number 
of incidents very low, and patients 

are really enjoying it” 
 Life Skills Recovery Worker 

(Staff)

“I appreciate the therapeutic 
element of engaging with staff, 

understanding their perspectives, 
and building understanding”

 Service User



Key Enablers of the 
work



Locally Led by Staff and Service Users 

Service users helping share their 
experience of observations 

in Forensics to develop change ideas

Projects with active service user 
involvement are 2.7 times more 

likely to achieve their aim

Kostal and Shah 2021



Improvement Method and Infrastructure

PDSA for local contextual 
learning

Fidelity vs adaptation ideas 

Key components vs rigid 
procedures 

Contemplate multiple plausible 
futures and tailor designs to local 

context

Build focused experimentation into 
designs

Lanham et al 2013



Improvement Infrastructure



Governance and Social Learning Spaces



Clinical Leadership

Macro - Executive

Meso - Local 

Micro - Team

• Relational 

• Two way to learn from 
each other 

• Co-designing vision



Time for your questions...

menti.com

Use code 2817 5024


