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Process Improvement 101
The Five Principles
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In the last lesson, you explored the 4 aims of our process improvement model, and you learned
to choose just one aim at a time, to help you focus your vision for success.
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In this section, you will learn about 5 principles designed to help guide your change project.
A change project is the NIATx model for how we implement process improvement…. You will
learn more about it later in the course.
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The essential ingredients
of process improvement.
Research

Before NIATx began, we turned to research on process improvement to find evidence for what
we considered to be the essential ingredients of process improvement.
We asked ourselves, what is it that separates organizations that are successful at implementing
change from those that are not?
We found three studies that had analyzed organizational change across 13 industries.

(Gustafson and Hundt; 1995.)
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Research on process improvement

5 factors emerged

 The Five NIATx Principles

The three studies looked at 640 organizations total. Eighty different factors were explored to see
why some organizations were successful at leading change, while others floundered.
Out of those 80 factors that were studied, only five factors emerged as significantly important in
organizational change. These factors became the five NIATx principles.

(Gustafson and Hundt; 1995.)
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Fix key problems that keep the CEO awake

We’ll save the most important principle for last… and start instead with the second principle.
Since successful change requires support from the top, the second principle is to solve a
problem that is important to the leadership of your agency. We like to call it, a problem that
keeps your CEO awake at night.
These kinds of problems are usually related to the financial health of the organization, and
affect the bottom line. Our model of process improvement helps member organizations
improve the quality of care their clients receive, as well as the organization's finances,
workforce development, or competitive advantage.
This is a tried and true principle, and is supported by research.
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Change Team
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Empathy

Pick a powerful Change Leader

The third principle is to choose a powerful change leader.
Part of the NIATx model for successful process improvement involves filling three key roles: the
Executive Sponsor, the Change Leader and the Change Team.
We won’t go into a lot of detail about any of these roles in this course... Just keep in mind that
our model involves staff members working together to improve business processes.
The person who leads the change in an organization is called the “change leader”. This leader
needs to have the “ear” of the top management and feel comfortable discussing all sorts of
issues.
Here’s a quick question…. Is the best change leader the person who has time on their hands
and is open to tackle another project?
No…. You need someone who has respect, credibility, and the influence to keep the change
project moving. This person must also have empathy for the staff. These qualities truly make a
difference.
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Construction

Get ideas from outside the field

The fourth principle is to get ideas from outside the organization or field.
Great ideas can be found in unlikely places and…it’s important to learn from others.
Keep in mind – every industry feels they are different, and while there are always
differences, there are also similarities.
For example…… Why would you look at the cement industry to see how to improve
your intake? You don't look at the exact solutions, but think about the bigger picture or
the main objective. When you work with cement, it dries so rapidly that you have to do
it right the first time. Move quickly.
What about intakes? Can you ensure they are also done correctly, and quickly?
Real solutions can be found when you keep your eyes open for success on all fronts.
Reaching outside of your organization and your industry, to get ideas for improvement, is
another important predictor of success.
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Use rapid-cycle testing

The fifth principle is to use rapid-cycle testing to establish effective changes.
Basically this means you take small steps when making a change.
In the NIATx model, teams work to solve a problem by testing a change, trying it out with a
small group of staff and clients, and then standing back to see what worked - and what didn't.
Rapid-cycle testing basically means you test one change for a short period of time (2 or 3
weeks), then adopt, adapt, or abandon the change and move on to your next change cycle.
In this cycle, your team makes one new change to the process and stands back to determine if it
was an improvement or not. The team continues this “rapid-cycle testing” of changes until they
have a process that they want to adopt as standard procedure.
Effective change occurs over time and gets improved and refined along the way.
Rapid-cycle testing dispels the myth that change is hard and time consuming…. Instead, when
you test changes quickly and on a small scale, you can get results quickly for problems that
keeps the CEO awake at night.
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Understand and involve the customer

Understanding and involving the customer is key!

Now let’s talk about the most important principle: Understand and involve your customer.
In every industry that's been studied, it’s been proven that you need to walk in the shoes of the
customer OVER AND OVER AGAIN. You must assume you don't know what their problems are
and that you don’t understand what they need.
Jump over the desk… see what it feels like to be your customer, walking in the door.
What is your customer’s first impression? Think about the first phone call.... How about the
intake process?
When you look at how you do business – from the first phone call through discharge- you can
begin to see and understand how your customer feels.
Take the time to involve customers, get their reactions and seek their advice about
improvements.
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Understand - Most important of the five principles
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When you understand the customer, you can discover how to make improvements that will
serve the customer better.
Understanding the customer is not just the most important principle, this factor had more
predictive power in determining successful change than all other factors combined.
Surprising to many people, the second most important principle ends up being getting ideas
from outside your organization or field.
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Review the Five Principles

Use rapidcycle testing

Understand
& involve the
customer

Get ideas
outside the
organization

Walk-through
Fix key
problems

Pick a
powerful
change
leader

In this course, we encourage you to begin your change effort by taking a walk in your customer's
shoes. You will learn more about how to conduct what we call a “walk-through” in an upcoming
lesson.
But first, take a minute and review the 5 principles.
•
•
•
•
•

Understand and involve the customer;
Fix key problems that keep the CEO awake at night;
Pick a powerful change leader;
Get ideas from outside the organization or field;
Use rapid-cycle testing to establish effective changes.

Now, take a moment to complete the following quick quiz.
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Match each NIATx principle with a key phrase that helps to describe it – drag and drop
and then click Submit.

NIATx Principles
Key phrases:

1

Understand and involve the customer.

2

Get ideas from outside the field.

3

Fix key problems

3.

What helps the CEO sleep better?

4

Pick a powerful change leader.

4.

Respect, credibility and influence.

5

Use rapid-cycle testing to establish
effective changes.

5.

Adopt, adapt, or abandon.

1. Walk in their shoes.
2. Learn from others.

Correct - Click anywhere to
continue
Your answer:
The
correct
is: questionIncorrect - Click anywhere to
YouYou
didanswered
not answer
answer
thisthis
correctly!
continue
Try
again
completely
You must answer the question
before continuing

Submit

Clear
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Feedback
Your Score {score}

Max Score {max-score}

Number of Quiz {total-attempts}
Attempts

This is just for you to check your knowledge – we’re
not keeping score!

Continue

Review Quiz
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Reflect on your organization
How do
customers
view my
agency?

I’ll ask my
colleagues
what they
think too…

Now take a minute and reflect….
How do think your customers view your agency?
Ask this question of your colleagues and supervisors. Consider their response.
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Next steps
Continue to

The NIATx Change Process

Reduce Waiting Times & No-shows • Increase Admissions & Continuation

Please continue with this course by choosing the next section, where you will learn more about
the NIATx change process.

Slide 16

The Robert Wood Johnson
Foundation
NIATx would like to recognize the
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
for their financial support in making this
online training course possible.
Thank you.

