
TOOLKIT: IMPROVING CLIENT 
OUTCOMES

Special focus on Plan, Do, Study, Act 
(PDSA) 

A How-to Guide for organizational learning to improve client outcomes



Purpose of this toolkit  
1. To outline the critical connection between learning 

organizations, learning capacity and improved client outcomes.

2. To provide an improved understanding of the meaning of 
learning organizations.

3. To increase knowledge of how to build learning capacity within 
an organization.

4. To explore the Plan, Do, Study, Act process and best practices 
associated with this method.
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+ To outline the 
critical connection 
between learning 
organizations, 
learning capacity 
and client 
outcomes. 

Plan, Do, Study, Act

+ Developing a 
Learning Plan



Becoming a Learning 
Organization
Intentionality & Openness



An organization with the ability to adapt.
A learning organization uses intentional learning 
processes to continuously transform the 
organization so that it is effective in meeting the 
changing needs of clients, partners, and other 
stakeholders

The ultimate goal of organizational learning is to 
strengthen an organization’s ability to adapt and 
react to change. 

Garvin, D., Edmondson, A., Gina, F., 2003 

What is a learning organization?



Why is it important? 

Examples of context changes:
• political climate and/or policy changes

• shifts in the way infant health is portrayed/valued in media/culture
• New best practices emerge in the field

PONDER: 
Can you think of any 
context changes that 
have impacted your 
work in the past?

How did you respond 
to this change? 

What was the 
outcome?

Why is adaptability important?
If the context in which your program is operating changes 
and your program cannot adapt to these changes - you may 
not continue to see favorable results.

Adaptability is key!



Building blocks of a learning organization
Building block 1: Leadership behavior that supports learning, 
including stewarding a shared vision and putting in place strategy, 
policy and practice that fosters real learning and enables a culture of 
learning.

Building block 2: Concrete learning processes and practices, with 
data gathering, experimentation, disciplined analysis and 
interpretation of data, and education and training.

Building block 3:  A supportive learning environment, including 
appreciation of differences, openness to new ideas and time for 
reflection.



What are other traits of learning organizations? 
Promotion of:
ü Openness to new ideas and change
ü Risk-taking
ü Dialogue/asking of questions
ü Time for reflection
ü Ongoing learning
ü Continuous improvement
ü Appreciation to differences
ü Knowledge sharing



Benefits
• Funders will be more receptive to resource requests

• The organization can thrive in changing conditions

• Leaders will make more timely and effective decisions

• Greater efficiencies (dedicating resources and time where it 
matters most)

• Better outcomes for the clients; specifically, improving the 
effectiveness of Evidence-Based Practices



LEARNING SUMMARY: 
What will you do next?  
1. 
Revisit the building blocks and traits of a learning 
organization. Identify ways in which your 
organization is already functioning as a learning 
organization. Where is there opportunities for 
improvement? 

2. 
What are some concrete processes (big or small) 
that you could start doing as an organization that 
would help you grow as a learning organization?



Building Organizational 
Learning Capacity 
Skills, Frameworks & Tools



Getting staff buy-in
Buy-In
• Does the organization, as a whole, support evaluation activities'?
• Is there an internal “champion” or lead that encourages evaluation 

in the organization?

Considerations to build buy-in …
• Do staff participate throughout the evaluative process? If yes, what 

strategies will you use to do this?
• Are the results shared with staff? Is data used to motivate staff? 
• Are the results acted upon?

Who needs to 
have buy-in?

Everyone! 
(executives, 

management, 
staff, volunteer, 
student interns)



Organizational culture changes
Moving from a culture of… 
• “We need to make our funders happy”
• “It’s something to do at the end of a program”
• “The best way is to do an evaluation is to ask our participants lots and lots of 

questions.”

To a culture of…
• “we need to be accountable to our clients” 
• “is this service the most impactful?”
• “we need to ask the right questions at the right time- we don’t need to know 

everything”
• “How are our clients lives better off today than they were before our program?”

Moving from measuring how many (e.g. # of clients served, # of flyers distributed, # of 
workshops delivered) to measuring how much impact.



What role does data play within a learning 
organization?

Data-informed decisions are better decisions.

Evaluate Key 
Initiatives & 

Systems

Analyze Data 
with 

Intentionality

Create Space 
for Learning 
from data

Generate 
Informed 
Decisions

Adapt Initiative 
or System as 

Needed



How do we build learning capacity?
Creates and sustain 
organizational processes 
that:
• Make meaningful learning 

and evaluation a priority
• Make its use routine
• Ensure adequate resources to 

support learning and 
evaluation activities

Ensure that staff have 
the skills to perform the 
tasks at hand.
• Train staff in Plan, Do, 

Study, Act fundamentals
• Give staff a variety of 

evaluation options 

Continuously promote 
the Learning 
Organization traits of:
• Dialogue/asking of 

questions
• Ongoing learning
• Continuous improvement
• Time for reflection
• “Failing Forward”





CHAPTER SUMMARY: 
What will you do next?  
1. 
What are some processes (big or small) to increase the buy-in
for evaluation within your organization? What will you do to turn 
these ideas into action? 

2. 
What are some areas that capacity is currently strong? What are 
some areas where it needs to be enhanced?  

3.
What are some processes (big or small) that could be put into 
place to increase capacity within your organization? What will 
you do to turn these ideas into action?



Learning & Growth in your 
Organization
Developing a Learning Plan



Developing a Learning Plan
Ensuring learning is targeted & focused. 

Ask your team:
• What are the most critical questions you 

want answered? 
• Why do you want to know this?
• How will you use this information?
• Who is the intended audience for the 

information (internal staff, policy makers, 
donors, clients, etc.)? 



Developing a Learning Plan 
Determine what type of inquiry you are undertaking…

Type of inquiry Description of inquiry

Evaluation A systematic and objective assessment of an ongoing or completed project, program or policy, its 
design, implementation and results. The aim is to determine the relevance and fulfilment of 
objectives, efficiency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability - as set out in the Evaluation Policy.
(Patton, 1997)

Quality 
Improvement 

A process of collecting, analyzing and/or reporting information regarding the performance of an 
individual, group, organization, or system  to see whether outputs are in line with what was 
intended or should have been achieved. Typically looks at high-level indicators of success, not 
outcomes (Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) Cycle, Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality)

Research A systematic inquiry to describe, explain, predict and control the observed phenomenon. Research 
involves inductive and deductive methods (Babbie, 1998).



Developing a Learning Plan 

Includes:
• Process 

Evaluations
• Outcome 

Evaluation 
• Needs Assessment 

Sometimes called: 
Rapid Cycle Evaluations
Rapid-Cycle Improvements   
Models/Framework include:
• Plan, Do, Study, Act
• FADE
• DMAIC

Includes:
• Basic Research
• Applied

Evaluation Quality 
Improvement Research 

Determine what type of inquiry you are undertaking…



Developing a Learning Plan 
Determine:
• What sources of information do you intend to utilize 

(e.g. client surveys, numerical results, program 
documentation or demographic information)?

• What is the timeline? Do you need the information 
before an important grant application is due? Before 
the end of the fiscal year?

• What resources can you devote (personnel and 
otherwise)? Are these resources sufficient?



Developing a learning plan
Planning Checklist

Have you determined:
1. the critical questions you want to answer 

2. how you will use this information

3. the intended audience

4. the type of inquiry you will use

5. your sources of information, timelines and resources



Developing a Learning Plan

Question
What is it you 

want to 
know? 

Rationale
Why is this 

important? ?

Utilization
How will this 
information 

be used?

Intentioned 
Audience

Who will use 
this 

information

Type of 
Inquiry

(Evaluation, 
Research, 

Performance 
Measurement)

Information 
Sources

Where will 
this  

information 
be found?

Timeline
When is the 
deadline?

Lead
Who is in 
charge?

Plan Template



CHAPTER SUMMARY: 
What will you do next?  
1. 
How will you put your Learning Plan into action?

2. 
How often will it be reviewed? Where? And by whom? 

3. 
How will you hold yourself/ your team accountable?



A Deeper Dive
Learning More about the Plan, Do, Study, Act Framework (PDSA)



Sometimes called: 
Rapid Cycle Evaluations
Rapid-Cycle Improvements   

Models/Framework include:
• Plan, Do, Study, Act
• FADE

Quality 
Improvement

A systems-focused, data-driven method of 
understanding and improving the efficiency, 
effectiveness and reliability of health and wellbeing 
processes and outcomes of care. 



What is the Plan, Do, Study, Act (PDSA) method?
Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) is a quality 
improvement tool used to test change using 
rapid small-step change cycles, with the aim to 
improve a process or system. 

Going through the four prescribed steps guides 
thinking process and breaks tasks into steps. 

Also know as: Rapid Cycle Evaluations, Toyota 
Method, Plan Do Check Act (PDCA), Shewhart
cycle

Duffy & Moran, 2009

Plan 

Do 

Study

Act 



When you might choose to use PDSA

• To increase your belief that the change will result in 
improvement.

• To decide which of several proposed changes will lead to 
the desired improvement.

• To decide whether the proposed change will work in the 
actual environment of interest.

• To minimize resistance upon implementation.

Langley GL, et. Al., 2009.



Plan, Do, Study, Act process 

Plan 

Do 

Study

Act 

What exactly are 
we going to do?

When and how did 
we do it?

What changes are we 
going to make based the 

findings?

What were the 
results?



Plan: Designing your study 
Considerations during this phase:

• What change are you testing with the PDSA cycle(s)? 

• What do you predict will happen and why? 

• Who will be involved in this PDSA? (e.g., one staff member or resident). 

• Plan a small test of change. How long will the change take to implement? 
What resources will they need? What data need to be collected?

• Will your changes be top-down (policy-driven, evidence-based practice 
driven), or bottom-up (based on the insights of clients or front-line staff).

Managing and Evaluating Rapid-Cycle Process Improvements as Vehicles for Hospital System Redesign, 2016 

Plan

Do

Study

Act



Do: Implementing your study
Key considerations during this phase: 
• Carry out the test on a small scale. 

• Document observations, including any problems 
and unexpected findings. Collect data you 
identified as needed during the “plan” stage

• Describe what actually happened when you ran the 
test.

Plan

Do

Study

Act

Managing and Evaluating Rapid-Cycle Process Improvements as Vehicles for Hospital System 
Redesign, 2016 



Study: Collect Data  
Key considerations during this phase: 
• Study and analyze the data. 

• Determine if the change resulted in the expected outcome. 
• Were there implementation lessons? Summarize what was 

learned. 

• Look for: unintended consequences, surprises, successes, 
failures.

• Describe the measured results and how they compared to 
the predictions.

Plan

Do

Study

Act

Managing and Evaluating Rapid-Cycle Process Improvements as Vehicles for Hospital System 
Redesign, 2016 



Act: Analyze and act on data 
Key considerations during this phase:
• Modify the change (OR change your approach) and 

repeat PDSA cycle. 

• Consider expanding the changes in your organization 
to additional residents, staff, and units. 

• Describe what modifications to the plan will be made 
for the next cycle from what you learned.

Plan

Do

Study

Act

Managing and Evaluating Rapid-Cycle Process Improvements as Vehicles for Hospital System 
Redesign, 2016 



Visual Management 
Visually displaying your data tracking system can be a great way to monitor and encourage progress.



Plan, Do, Study, Act – Addressing rigor 
Much of Quality Improvement is grey which is always challenging for those that want an algorithm or formula for 
success. 

RCE Rigor Considerations 

Length	 
How	long	should	it	
last?	 

Typically	tested	over	periods	of	three	or	months	or	less.		It	is	not	wrong	for	it	
to	be	less	than	a	month	or	greater	than	three	months.		 
The	team	should	check-in	regularly	on	the	data	to	see	if	more	or	less	time	is	
needed.	 
	
Length	can	also	be	influenced	by	the	desire	for	a	greater	sample	size.	 

Sample	Size	 
What	are	good	sample	
sizes	to	aim	for? 

Sample	size	should	be	dependent	on	the	risk	or	‘stakes’	of	the	improvement	
(for	example:	How	much	money	is	being	invested?	What	is	the	cost	of	failure?)	if	
the	risk	is	high,	greater	rigor	should	be	considered/applied. 

Comparison	Group	
Should we use 
comparison group? 

Comparison	groups	are	not	required.	The	use	of	comparison	groups	or	
metrics	is	dependent	on	the	risk	or	‘stakes’	of	the	improvement	(i.e.	money	
invested,	cost	of	failure).	If	the	risk	is	high,	greater	rigor	should	be	
considered/applied.	
	
More	often	comparison	metrics	are	used	(i.e.	ensuring	changes	are	made	to	one	
part	of	the	system,	it	doesn’t	cause	problems	in	another	part	of	the	system).	
	

 
Langley, G.L., et al., 2009



Addressing rigor

If it is determined that the PDSA cycle isn't 
sufficient for the rigor or the statistical 
confidence required the Define Measure 
Analyze Improve Control (DMAIC) approach 
can be used.

• DMAIC is a data-driven quality 
improvement strategy used to improve 
processes. 

• This method ensures stats target root 
causes  and that risk or ‘stakes’ are 
appropriately mitigated.

• The DMAIC required s longer time 
commitment to follow methodology and 
great statistical capacity. 

Borror, M., 2009.
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