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Process Observation
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• Discuss the performance pitfall 
related to non-compliance.

• Define process observation.
• Explore process observation tools.
• Discuss how to action results of 

process observations.



Performance Pitfall
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You’ve completed a 
successful quality 
improvement project. 
You’ve sustained the gains 
for 9 months. However, 
the last 6 data points have 
shown “drift.” 
• What do we do?
• How do we find the 

problem?
• What has changed?



Frontline Compliance
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State of the Union

What Should Happen
• Processes
• Process maps
• Policies
• Procedures
• Created in the conference room

Frontline Actions

What Actually Happens
• Workarounds
• Shortcuts
• Deviations
• Knowledge deficits



Compliance
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“What gets measured gets managed.” 
—P. Drucker

One of the biggest barriers to sustainability 
is lack of compliance monitoring. 

Process observation is key!



Go to the Gemba!
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“Go to the Gemba” is a Japanese term used by Six Sigma that means 
to go to the actual place or where the work is happening.

Get out of the office 
or conference room. 

Observe the process and 
talk to the frontline staff.

https://www.leansixsigmadefinition.com/glossary/gemba/



What Is Process Observation?
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Process Observation—uses a standardized tool that 
allows the observer to collect important information 
about a process and/or identify deviations.

• It is a direct 
observation of 
the frontline staff 
performing a specific 
process.  

• Use your process map 
as a foundation.

• For complex processes, 
focus on a department or 
break the process into 
components. 

See Process Mapping Quickinar: https://www.hsag.com/hqic/quality-series/



Keys to Performing Process Observation
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• Clarify the purpose of the observation 
with the team.

• Create a standardized data collection 
tool based on key steps for your current 
process.
- List steps in order.
- Add additional indicators, such as 

time to perform step(s), wait times, etc.
• Train all observers to use the tool in the same way.

• Perform multiple observations.
- Can be a sample if dealing with a large volume.
- Include all shifts. 
- Observe on various days of the week. 

Don’t forget weekends!
- Look for interrater reliability.

Interrater Reliability is the percentage of agreement among independent observers.



Example of a Process Observation Tool 

9 www.hsag.com/globalassets/hqic/adheremonitoringhandhygiene.pdf



Example of a Process Observation Tool (cont.)
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More Advanced Example

11 www.hsag.com/globalassets/hqic/cauti_audittool_hqic.xlsx



HSAG HQIC Process Observation Template

12 www.hsag.com/hqic/quality-series/#_Process_Observation



Now What?
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• Analyze the results.
- Adapt the HSAG HQIC Process 

Observation Tool to an Excel 
document.

- A drop-down for “Reasons for 
Non-Compliance” might need 
a baseline first.

• Focus on the areas of 
non-compliance.

• Convene the team to discuss barriers 
and solutions.
- Don’t forget frontline staff!

• Use PDSA* for a quick test of change to 
adapt your process to overcome barriers.

• Remember, education related to 
knowledge deficit can be a barrier.
- Education is a Level III, weaker action 

in the action hierarchy. 

*PDSA = plan, do, study, act



Key Take-Aways
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• A frequent performance pitfall can 
be lack of process compliance with 
frontline staff.

• “State of the Union” refers to how 
things should be done. 

• Process observation reveals what is 
actually being done.

• Process observation is a direct 
observation of the frontline staff 
performing a specific process. 

• Use a standardized tool to collect 
important information about a 
process and/or identify deviations.
- Workarounds, shortcuts, deviations, 

knowledge deficits

• Go to the Gemba!
• Perform routine audits, including 

various shifts, units, and days of 
the week (including weekends).

• Check interrater reliability among 
observers—strive for 95%.

• Analyze observation 
data for trends.

• Use PDSA 
to adapt 
processes to 
overcome 
identified 
barriers. 



Thank you!

Questions: hospitalquality@hsag.com 
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This material was prepared by Health Services Advisory Group (HSAG), a Hospital Quality Improvement Contractor (HQIC) under contract with the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services 
(CMS), an agency of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Views expressed in this material do not necessarily reflect the official views or policy of CMS or HHS, and any 
reference to a specific product or entity herein does not constitute endorsement of that product or entity by CMS or HHS. Publication No. XS-HQIC-QI-07062022-01
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