- Leaning
~ towards
~ efficiency

Continuous improvement techniques
Lean and Six Sigma have been used to
great effect in the manufacturing and
retail sectors. But now, as
Neil Westwood and Kate
Silvester (pictured) explain,
they are starting to be put to
work in the NHS

OVER THE PAST eight years NHS funding has increased from
£47bn a year to £98bn, several times more than the rate of
inflation. This has helped to reduce waiting lists and waiting times
to historically low levels. Despite this extra investment, high
numbers of NHS trusts are still in financial deficit and patients are
experiencing delays.

From 2008, it is planned that future increases in healthcare
spending revert to about 3% per year, so the NHS must look for
new ways of improving productivity, reducing waste-and lowering
costs. Industries in a competitive environment have successfully
used continuous improvement approaches and techniques for more
than 50 years. Two of the more powerful and results-orientated
techniques are Lean and Six Sigma and both are starting to be applied
to the NHS to tackle its productivity challenges.

DIFFERENT APPROACHES

Lean is an approach that seeks to improve flow in the patient journey
and eliminate all forms of waste. It is the process of identifying the
least wasteful way to provide value to customers. Six Sigma, on the
other hand, uses a powerful project management framework and
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statistical tools to uncover root causes of problems. It is about doing
things right first time. defect-free.

The key to both approaches is to abandon the typically ineffective
weekly hour-long management meetings in favour of establishing
small teams of experts from the “shop floor’.

This small team of six to eight staff from the different departments
involved in the process are trained in system thinking and service
improvement. They are given powerful data-driven tools to solve
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