Quality Improvement Best Practices
Quality Improvement (QI) is a continuous process.  The desire to do the best possible work must be instilled in management and employees.  Having a focus on QI in everyday work, taking the time and trouble to give the public the best possible service, must come from management.  Managers who accept less than the best give the message to employees that it is acceptable to do less than their best work.
It must be recognized that not every local health department can have a quality improvement program that incorporates all possible features possible in a complete quality improvement program.  For a department with one or two employees, several QI activities such as field review are not feasible.  But even the very small departments can incorporate some aspects of QI to be as good as they can be.
In larger departments, with more employees and a larger management structure, additional elements of QI can be implemented.  A quality-over-quantity attitude from management is essential to convey that management wants and demands the work be done correctly. 

Because quality work takes more time, it is the responsibility of management to secure sufficient staffing to allow employees to do the job well.  When the job is done poorly, it takes more time and effort to straighten out the problems created than it would have taken to do the job correctly the first time.  In addition to extra time and effort, poor or lackluster work hurts the reputation of the department and its employees.  In some cases, poor work also results in costly litigation and settlements.
Below are several specific things that can be done to implement a QI program in local health departments:
1. All documentation should be reviewed on a daily basis.  Give someone (office support staff, program coordinator(s), or supervisors) the responsibility and authority to review documents (forms, permits, notes, etc.) for legibility and to see that all spaces requiring an entry have an entry.  The person delegated this responsibility must be given the parameters of acceptability and procedures for rejecting documents that do not meet the parameters.  For instance, office support staff could be instructed to give unacceptable documents to the employee’s supervisor for revisions to meet quality standards.  EVERY LOCAL HEALTH DEPARTMENT CAN IMPLEMENT THIS ITEM.
2. Change geographical territories for employees periodically.  While the employee should have a good working relationship with their regulated public, it is easy to become over-familiar with individuals and to become less objective than desired.  Because each employee places different emphasis on different items, changing territories will usually ensure that all items are equally emphasized over time. 

3. Allow employees to have the time it takes to do the job well.  When employees have to rush from job to job, it is easy to cut corners and not evaluate all factors that should be considered.  The old axiom “Haste makes waste” is true.  Cutting corners will cost more time when the problem surfaces.
4. Give employees the tools needed to do the job right.  An employee who does not have the tools necessary cannot be as efficient as possible and will eventually make mistakes.  
5. Spot-check the field work of employees.  Randomly pull the work products of employees to check in the field.  In FLI, pull inspection sheets and visit establishments to see that the date and grade posted match the grade sheets.  In OSWP, pull IPs or CAs and visit the site to determine if the records match actual field conditions.

6. Conduct regular program reviews.  Each department goes though change.  Some counties are experiencing phenomenal growth.  Others have growth patterns that are much less rapid.  Program reviews include staffing estimates to determine if additional staffing is necessary to do the job right.  The toolkit contains tools to assist in conducting a staffing estimate.  Other elements of program reviews include a more detailed analysis of various aspects of the program.  The toolkit also contains tools to assist local health departments in other aspects of a program review.
7. Attend educational workshops.  Such meetings not only increase subject knowledge, but also allow networking with peers.  This networking allows employees to gain knowledge and experience of others.
8. Have regular staff conferences.  By having regular staff conferences, staff has the opportunity to discuss programmatic issues to increase uniformity.  Candid discussions among employees will assure that differences in the way things are done may be made more uniform.
9. Use DEH regional staff.  DEH regional specialists serve local health departments to ensure that the health of the public is protected.  Their experience in their areas of expertise can be shared with your county to improve the quality of your programs.
10. Participate in professional organizations.  Being around peers from other jurisdictions allows employees to gain experience from other places and learn how to avoid problems.  In addition to belonging to professional organizations, service on committees or service as an officer enhances professionalism.
11. Have pride in your work.  Be proud of the work you do.  Our jobs exist to serve the public, which is often not an easy task.  However, the public deserves the best services possible.  Employees should not forget that they are the expert in their subject area and that they exist to serve the public well.
