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Resources 

 Further information about The Microsystem Improvement Ramp: 

http://www.sheffieldmca.org.uk/mca_materials 

Institute of Medicine (2001) Crossing the Quality Chasm 

Langley et al  (2009) The Improvement Guide, Appendix A 

Nelson, Batalden, Godfrey (2007) Quality by Design, Part Two 

It is essential to have robust measures in place in order to  

determine whether or not changes have led to improvement.  

Time series charts, such as the run chart shown below, are a good way of measuring  

progress towards improvement aims. The measures used should give answers to critical 

questions, such as 

whether or not the  

specific aim has been 

met. 

  

Measures should be  

sufficiently accurate and 

have the following com-

ponents: a descriptive 

name, a definition of the 

measure, a defined 

method to score the 

measure, and be  

displayable on a time 

series chart. 

Measures 

PDSA        SDSA PDSA (Plan Do Study Act), is a low risk method used to  

rapidly test improvement ideas thus providing focus and  

clarity to the testing of change ideas. The four stages  

are designed to be carried out sequentially starting with  

Plan (why, who, what, where, when), then Do (carry out  

plan, document issues & start data analysis), Study  

(complete data analysis & summarise learning) and Act 

(make necessary changes & think about the next cycle).   
 

Once the aim is met, the focus shifts from ‘Plan’ to  

‘Standardise’ i.e. SDSA. It may be helpful to develop a  

‘playbook’ which details the microsystem’s core and  

supporting processes that have been tested within  

the PDSA process and are now routinely used. This  

may include flowcharts, diagrams and standard operating procedures. It is essential to  

continue to measure performance so that if any changes occur these can be identified  

and acted upon without delay.  

“If you want to make true and lasting change, ask the people who do the work how to go 

about it”  

  

Daren Anderson, MD. VP / Chief Quality Officer , Community Health Center, Inc.   

 

This one page book focuses on the Microsystem Improvement Ramp, giving an overview 

of the stages involved. Further detail on many of these stages is available in dedicated  

one page books which are available on the MCA website. 
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The Microsystem Improvement Ramp 

‘A one page book’ 

The Dartmouth Microsystem  

Improvement Ramp provides  

a systematic approach which  

helps ensure microsystem teams  

gain an understanding of their  

systems and processes, specify  

appropriate aims, generate  

change ideas and run rigorous  

tests of change within their  

system. 
 

The Improvement Ramp consists 

of six steps, designed to be taken 

consecutively. The steps are:  

Assessment, Theme, Global Aim, 

Specific Aim, Change Ideas & Measures.  A brief description of each step is given below.  

5P Assessment 
      Having a broad understanding of your microsystem and  

      sharing this with all its members improves awareness, learning 

and understanding and thus improves how the microsystem functions. In order to develop  

this understanding,  a 5P assessment (focussing on purpose, patients, professionals,  

processes and patterns) can be used to analyse the microsystem.   
 

The purpose statement, i.e. why all the team come to work, forms the basis for future  

prioritisation and decision making, so every member of the microsystem should ideally be  

involved in determining it.  
 

By understanding more about their patients, the team will be better able to design their  

services around them. Useful information to collect may include conditions that patients  

present with, a definition of a typical patient, where they travel from and what they think  

about the service. 

  



In order to decide where to concentrate improvement efforts, 

a list of themes / areas should be generated, perhaps using 

brainstorming. These could be developed from the 5P information, performance gaps,  

issues that staff perceive as “intolerable”, patient and family views on elements of the  

service they find “delightful” or “unacceptable” or from strategic organisational goals and  

priorities.  
 

From these, a single theme should be selected by the group for the initial focus, maybe 

using the multivoting technique. Having a single theme helps to minimise distractions  

that could potentially arise if trying to tackle microsytem improvement on a larger scale.  

It may help to consider the Institute of Medicine’s six quality dimensions when selecting a  

theme, i.e. safety, effectiveness, patient-centeredness, timeliness, efficiency and equity.  

2 

The global aim statement  

links the improvement theme 

to everyday work processes. 

It sets out the scope of the  

process,  the benefits that 

are expected to arise from 

working on the process and  

why it is important to work 

on it at this point in time. 

Using  the template on the  

left may help when drafting  

a global aim. This defines  

the process that is mapped  

in the flowchart step. 

Professional data should include who works in the team, in which role and their opinions 

regarding the service.  
 

In order to better understand the microsystem’s key processes, how patients engage  

with them, how long they take and their dependence on other microsystems, it may be  

useful to draw a high level flowchart.  
 

Information regarding patterns  could include social patterns, how often the team meets 

to discuss how they work, how the system is performing and the data that is routinely 

tracked. 
 

The findings from the 5P assessment should be displayed, ideally in a poster format,   

in a place where all staff can view and comment on them. 

Global Aim 

Theme 

 

 

Write a Theme for Improvement: _________________________________________ 

 

Global Aim Statement 
Create an aim statement that will help keep your focus clear and your work productive: 

We aim to improve: _________________________________________________________________ 
(Name the process) 

 

In: _______________________________________________________________________________ 
(Clinical location in which process is embedded) 

 

The process begins with: _____________________________________________________________ 
(Name where the process begins) 

 

The process ends with: _______________________________________________________________ 
(Name the ending point of the process) 

 

By working on the process, we expect: __________________________________________________ 
                                                           (List benefits) 

 

 

 

It is important to work on this now because: ______________________________________________ 
                                                                                                                        (List imperatives) 

 

 

Create Flowchart 

 

The global aim statement  

links the improvement theme 

to everyday work processes. 

It sets out the scope of the  

process,  the benefits that 

are expected to arise from 

working on the process and  

why it is important to work 

on it at this point in time. 

Using  the template on the  

left may help when drafting  

a global aim. This defines  

the process that is mapped  

in the flowchart step. 

The specific aim  is based  

upon the theme and global  

aim but is more focussed. 

It details the desired  

measurable outcomes and  

therefore helps to maintain 

focus towards achieving  

improvement goals.  The  

template on the right sets  

out the level of detail 

required at this stage.   

The specific aim should  

ideally relate to a change  

that is within the team’s  

power to make without seeking further permission. A fishbone diagram explores this aim  

further and considers the factors important to achieving the aim. 
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Specific Aim 

  

Change Concepts 
 

Eliminate Waste (e.g. eliminate double entry) 
Improve Work Flow (e.g. minimise handoffs) 
Optimise Inventory (e.g. match inventory to predicted demand) 
Change the Work Environment (e.g. focus on core purpose) 
Enhance the Producer / Customer Relationship (e.g. listen to patients) 
Manage Time (e.g. reduce wait time) 
Manage Variation (e.g. standardise) 
Design Systems to Avoid Mistakes (e.g. use reminders) 

Change Ideas         Once the team have begun to consider the changes they wish 

        to make, they should start to think about potential change  

ideas.  Generally speaking, the more ideas generated at this point, the better chance 

there is of reaching the improvement goal. Alongside the knowledge gained about  

processes at earlier stages, it may be helpful to use ’change concepts’ in order to  

stimulate idea generation.  Langley et al proposed 70 change concepts in 9 categories. 

These categories are listed in the box below along with an example of a change concept 

from each category. 


