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Model of Improvement  – Information Sheet 

 
Introduction  

Any improvement project should follow a structured approach. The aims of the 
project must be clearly defined.. 
Having decided the small project then determine how you will recognise success of 
the project and what you can measure to identify this success. Are there other things 
that need measuring to ensure that something else has not deteriorated (counter-
measures). An example of this is when measuring length of stay is that you should 
also measure return rates or readmission rates to ensure that speed has not meant 
you no longer “get it right first time”. 
Having identified the change and how you will recognise and measure  success then 
decide how to make the change. 
This three stage approach (aims, measures, ideas) is often referred to as the Nolan 
approach. 

What are we trying to
accomplish?

How will we know that a
change is an improvement?

What changes can we make that will
result in the improvements we seek ?

Act Plan

Study Do

Aims

Measurement

Ideas, evidence, 
hunches,
other people 
etc.

The
three
fundamental
questions for
improvement

The fourth
question:
how to make 
changes

IHI 

IHI

Source: NHS Improvement Leaders Guides to Improvement

Source: NHS Improvement

Leaders’ Guides  
Addressing these questions leads to the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle used as 
the guide to the implementation of, and learning from, the changes.  The natural 
tendency is to strat with too large a project. Try and commence with a small change. 
Perhaps try it with one patient or on one day and then measure the change. By 
gradually accumulating the effects of many PDSA cycles the result  will be large 
changes.  
 

Using the Nolan approach 
 
1) Examine the evidence you have gathered on where processes are in need of 

improvement (watch and listen exercise, waste walks, activity analysis, 
process maps). Identify one distinct process where you believe a change 
could be made to improve the process and which will cause a change 
recognisable by the patient. Choose a small change that is manageable and 
easy for you to implement. Think of something that you can change without 
having to go through complex approval systems. impact. 
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2) Answer the first Nolan question; “What are you trying to accomplish?” 
Identify the aim of the change in a single sentence. Being this specific will 
ensure that you focus on the key issues.  

 
3) Answer the second Nolan question; “How will you know that a change is 

an improvement?”: 

• What will be better afterwards ? 

• What will you measure to demonstrate it has got better ? 

• What will you also measure to show other things have not got worse ? 
Try to make the measures as simple as possible, preferably information you 
can obtain rapidly for your self. 

 
4) Answer the third Nolan question; “What actual changes can you make 

that will result in the improvement you seek?” 
Be very specific in the change and how it will ocurr, who will undertake ite it 
and when. 

Act

• what changes

are to be made?

• next cycle?

Plan
•objective

• questions and

predictions (why)

• plan to carry out

the cycle (who,

what, where, when) 

Study
•complete the

analysis of the data

• compare data to

predictions

• summarise what

was learned

Do
• carry out the plan

• document problems

and unexpected

observations

• begin analysis

of the data 

 

 

5) Begin the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) improvement cycle 
Plan how to implement your changes (Plan),  
test them out on a small scale(Do)  
look at the measures to determine if change has occurred (Study) 
What is the next change? (Act) 
Start the next PDSA cycle to learn from the previous one and build on the 
improvements 
.   
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