Quality Management Systems(QMS)

There are many interpretations of the word quality and individuals can often have very different perceptions of what they expect a quality service to be.  For example people's opinion of a restaurant will vary considerably and the judgement of quality differ because of differing tastes and lifestyle.  Similarly in health care patients' experiences and perception of quality will differ, and often the opinion is based on non clinical criteria and more about the attitude of staff, pleasantness of surroundings and above all how they are communicated with.  The purpose of QMS in health services is to assure patients, and those with responsibility for commissioning services, that the care received is to the standard that patients have the right to expect, the standard being the statement of that required performance. 

However, medicine and medical technologies are constantly changing and improving,  ranging from the massive improvement in the treatment of ulcers in the past 30 years or so to the development and implementation of diagnostic equipment such as computerised tomography (CT) and magnetic resonance imaging (MRI).  This leads me to a second and very significant purpose of QMS and that is to develop a culture of continuous improvement.  In the UK patient complaints of poor treatment are encouraged in order to learn from their experiences and introduce changes to services following analysis of those complaints.  The biggest single issue remains communication and whilst our ability to diagnose and treat diseases is constantly advancing our ability to communicate seems to improve very slowly.  A quality management system needs therefore to focus on organisational as well as technical issues if it is to meet patient expectations, and all health care staff can play a part in making the patient experience as safe, informed and as positive as possible.

My final point concerns the key part of any audit cycle,  that is change.  The continuous improvement process will only occur following evaluation of performance against a standard and the understanding or knowledge that practice needs to change.  Sometimes it is the standard that needs to rise because it is being met easily, but change needs to occur and it is this step by step approach, starting with issues where most impact can be made, that builds confidence and a culture of continuous improvement.

