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An audit of audits --- A never ending
loop

Una auditoría de auditorías -  Un  bucle sin  fin

Dear Editor,

The  National  Institute  for  Health  and Clinical  Excellence
(NICE)  have  defined  audit  as  ‘‘a  quality  improvement  process
that  seeks  to improve  patient  care  and  outcomes  through
systematic  review  of  care  against  explicit  criteria  and the
implementation  of  change’’.1 As  such it  plays  an  integral
role  in  ensuring  the delivery  of high-quality  patient  care
and  forms  a  cornerstone  of clinical  governance  within  sur-
gery,  with  the General  Medical  Council  (GMC)  advising  all
doctors  ‘must  take  part  in regular  and  systematic  medical
and  clinical  audit’.2 There  has  been  criticism  of the  practice
of  audit  within  hospitals.  To  investigate  the efficacy  of
clinical  audit  we analysed  the audit  practices  within  the
orthopaedic  department  of  Wythenshawe  Hospital,  a large
teaching  hospital  in the North  West  deanery  UK,  over  a 5-
year period.

Clinical  audit  is  formed  of  six prescript  stages,  making  up
the  audit  cycle.  These  stages  are:  (1)  identifying  a  problem,
(2)  identifying  set  standards,  (3)  measuring  current  prac-
tice,  (4)  comparing  current  practice  against  set  standards,
(5)  implementing  change,  (6)  re-measuring  practice.1

Implementing  change  necessitates  presenting  findings
and  agreeing  recommendations.  Recommendations  should
meet  the  SMART  criteria,  being  Specific,  Measurable,
Achievable,  Relevant  and  Time-Bound.3 Meeting  SMART  cri-
teria  provides  a framework  to  reach  clearly  defined  audit
goals.  An  effective  audit  must  show  completion  of  the
audit  cycle,  allowing  for  demonstration  of  change  to
practice.4 Completing  this cycle  has  previously  demons-
trated  positive  results  in orthopaedics.5 Demonstrating
sustainability  relies upon  repeating  the audit  cycle  at regular
intervals.

There  has been  criticism  of  the practice  of  audit  wit-
hin  hospitals.  Previous  papers  have  suggested  that  many  do
not  have  clear  objectives,  are  not  set  against  recognised
standards  and that  the proportion  of  completed  audit  cycles
falls  far  below  the  recommended  100%.6---8 Furthermore,  it
is thought  that  clinician  time  and hospital  funding  commit-
ted  to  the process  often  has a negative  impact  on  doctor’s
clinical  time  and  does  not always  show  improvement  to  the
standard  of  patient  care.9

We  retrospectively  reviewed  all  Trauma  and Orthopaedic
projects  registered  with  the audit  department  at Wyt-
henshawe  Hospital  between  2013  and  2018.  Projects  that
satisfied  a minimum  of 3/6 stages  of  the audit  cycle  were
included,  with  presented  work  that  did not meet  the  crite-
ria  excluded.  Audit meeting  minutes  and  audit  presentations
were  scrutinised.  Audits  were categorised  into  ‘partial’
(satisfying  3/6  stages  of  audit  cycle),  ‘full’  (satisfying  5/6
stages)  or  ‘re-audit’  (satisfying  6/6 stages).8 We  reviewed
the  audit  action  plans,  assessed  their  quality  against  the
SMART  objective  setting  criteria  and  determined  depart-
mental  trends  for  re-audit.

Over  a 5-year  period  there  were 129  projects presented
at  the  quarterly  audit  meetings.  36  were  excluded,  as  they
failed  to meet the  definition  of clinical  audit.  These  inclu-
ded  case  reports,  research  projects and  teaching  sessions.
The  most  common  category  for  audit  was  ‘neck  of  femur
fractures’  and  ‘other’  (18%  each),  with  ‘spine’  having  the
lowest  number  (4%).  Of  the 93  audits  reviewed  (see  Fig.  1):

•  15  (16%) were  only  partially  completed,  either failing  to
make  comparison  between  the  identified  standards  and
observed  practice  or  failing  to  agree  recommendations
for  change  to  clinical  practice.

• 55  (59%) were  ‘full’  audits,  making  recommendations  and
yet  failing  to  demonstrate  a  change  to  clinical  practice.
Only  18  (33%)  of  these  audits  made  recommendations  that
met  the  criteria  for  SMART  objective  setting,  with  a clear
plan  to  re-audit  in  the  future.
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Figure  1 Graph  showing  distribution  of  partial,  full  and  re-audit  (loop  closure).

•  23  (25%)  could  be  classified  as  ‘re-audits’,  completing  all
six  stages.  However,  of these 23  re-audits,  10  were of the
same  audit  repeated  at regular  intervals  over  a  three-
year  period  (the  South  Manchester  Antimicrobial  Review
Tool,  which  had been  completed  as  part  of  the  micro-
biology  department’s  mandatory  auditing  protocol)  and
of the  remaining  13  re-audits  only 2 made  subsequent
recommendation  for  long-term  monitoring.

Our  department  performed  an  average  of  18.6  audits
each  year  over  a 5-year  period,  higher  than  that of pre-
viously  documented  studies.6,7 We  found  that of the audits
analysed  59%  were  deemed  ‘full’  audits,  again  higher  than
that  reported  by  other  groups.9 Only  33%  made  recommen-
dations  that  met  SMART  criteria  for  objective  setting.  The
remainder  failed  to  outline a robust  strategy  to  achieve  and
monitor  change.  As  such,  few of these  progressed  to  loop
closure.

The  explanation  for  poor  audit  practice  is  multifacto-
rial.  With  an ever-increasing  workload  medical  staff  are
often  reluctant  to  commit  time  to  clinical  audit,  which  can
be  perceived  as  a  tick  box  exercise.  Furthermore,  junior
staff  members  feel unsupervised  and  unsupported,  negati-
vely  impacting  on  the quality  of  audit.10 Regular  rotations
and  changes  of junior  staff  mean  that  audit  follow-up  can
be  neglected  unless  new staff  members  are made  aware  of
what  is  required  of them.

To  improve  the  quality  and  efficacy  of  clinical  audit  all
junior  staff  should  be  educated  on  local  audit practices  upon
induction  to  a new  rotation/department9.  Doing  so will  pro-
mote  early  engagement.

Advances  in  information  technology  should  be utilised
such  to  improve  ease  of audit  registration,  as  well  as  provide
access  to  past  audits  proposals,  data  collection  proformas
and  recommendations.9

Categorising  audits  in terms  of  priority  will  ensure  that
important  clinical  concerns  are monitored,  whilst  using  the
SMART  criteria  for objective  setting  to  agree  an action  plan

will clarify  how  and  when this  monitoring  is  to  take  place.
Audit  supervisors  and  departmental  audit  leads  must  adopt
a  more  hands-on  approach  to  guide  juniors,  with  previous
studies  showing  projects  led by  consultants  show  a  higher
proportion  of  audit  completion.9 Audit departments  should
be  encouraged  to  audit  their  outcomes  annually,  with  fin-
dings  presented  and  discussed  at local  directorate  meetings.

Audit  is  an important  component  of health care  ser-
vice  quality  control  and  improvement  and if performed  well
has  been  shown  to  improve  medical  practice.4,5 For  this
benefit  to  be  achieved  and  monitored  it is  essential  that
the audit  cycle  is  completed.  We  found  that  in  the trauma
and  orthopaedic  department  of  a large  teaching  hospital  this
was  often  not  the  case,  a finding  not  isolated  to  the studied
hospital.6---8 We  suggest  that  improvement  requires  a struc-
tured  approach,  aiming  to  increase  the audit  quality  and
completion  rate,  improving  patient  care and  ensuring  staff
time  and  trust  finances  are used  efficiently.
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El argumento «negocial» del
consentimiento informado como
incentivo para cumplir en la  práctica
clínica los requisitos de la  doctrina
ética y jurídica

The business case for medical  informed
consent as  an incentive to meet in the clinical
practice the requirements of the  ethical and
legal doctrine

Sra.  Directora:

El  consentimiento  informado  (CI)  ha devenido  una  herra-
mienta  «defensiva»  que  olvida  el  proceso  de  información
ser  el  instrumento  en el  proceso  de  información  al  paciente
sobre  las  alternativas  terapéuticas  y  sus  consecuencias.  Se
limita  a  la  firma  de  un  documento  para  «pseudoproteger»

a  los  profesionales  y  a  las  instituciones.  Algunos  autores
han  formulado  propuestas  de  revisión  del CI  para  supe-
rar  el  ejercicio  defensivo  de  la medicina  mejorando  su
procedimiento.

Entre  las  propuestas  para  su  mejora  destaca  el  argumento
«negocial»  (business  case)  del  CI  de  Marshall  Kapp1 como
un  impulso  adicional  para  implantar  la  doctrina  en  la  prác-
tica  clínica  de  forma  minuciosa  con incentivos  económicos,
en  una  aproximación  utilitarista  que  estimula  la  conducta
del  proveedor  hacia los resultados,  en analogía  con  el argu-
mento  «negocial»  para  la calidad  sanitaria  (business  case

for  quality  in  health  care),  y  que  ha sido poco  difundida  en
España.

Los  efectos  sinérgicos  que  tiene implementar  esta  pro-
puesta  son  los  siguientes:  1) los pacientes  participan  activa  y
autónomamente  en las  decisiones;  2)  los  proveedores  maxi-
mizan  beneficios,  y  3) los  profesionales  satisfacen  el  deseo
de preservar  la reputación  profesional.  Aspectos  que  se
detallan  a  continuación:

1.  Reducción  de  costes. Cumplir  los  requisitos  de  la doctrina
legal  y  ética  del  CI  se justifica  por sus beneficios,  tanto
pragmáticos  como prudenciales.

2.  Seguridad  del  paciente.  Un buen  proceso  de CI  capa-
cita  y  recluta  al  paciente  como  «socio» para  prevenir
los  eventos  adversos,  frente  a la escasa  adherencia  al
tratamiento  que  compromete  el  éxito  de  los  resultados
clínicos  y  cuyo  resultado  insatisfactorio  aumenta  la  posi-
bilidad  de demandas.

3.  Defensa  legal. Un  proceso  de obtención  del  CI  con  un
proceso  estandarizado,  adecuado  y bien documentado
ejerce  una  función  valiosa  en la gestión  de riesgos  lega-
les,  pues fortalece  la  defensa  jurídica  del profesional
ante  el  advenimiento  de eventos  adversos  y, consecuen-
temente,  reduce  las  demandas  legales  ante  la  ausencia
o  insuficiencia  del CI.

4.  Confianza.  La discusión  abierta,  honesta  y  respetuosa
con  el  paciente  y/o  la familia  sobre  las  alternati-
vas  terapéuticas,  o el  rechazo  de estas,  mejora  la
confianza  en  la  relación  clínica  y  la tasa  de  adhe-
rencia  del  paciente  al  plan  terapéutico  propuesto  y
acordado.

5.  Elección  del  proveedor. Cuando  la  estructura  sanitaria
permite  elegir  la  provisión  asistencial  constituye  un  estí-
mulo  para  fidelizar  o ampliar  la  cartera  de  usuarios:  1) los
consumidores  exigen  un  servicio  de  calidad  con  precio
asequible  que  respete  sus  derechos;  2) los proveedores
compiten  frente  a  una  audiencia  sofisticada  y exigente
que  valora  otros  factores,  como  el  respeto  a  su autono-
mía,  y  3) las  instituciones  sanitarias  procuran  mejorar  la
experiencia  del paciente  y garantizar  la sostenibilidad
financiera.

6.  Utilidad  económica.  Reducir  los eventos  adversos  dis-
minuye  los costes  de la  defensa  legal,  el  pago  de
reclamaciones  y la necesidad  de una  atención  sanitaria
adicional.

7.  Reputación  profesional.  El médico  tiene  un interés
en  mantener  una  buena  imagen  profesional  entre  sus
pacientes  y los  pares.
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