Stepping up to the mark 

Pathology’s role in meeting the NHS quality and productivity challenge

With ever-increasing expectations being placed on the evolution of pathology services, the national profile of pathology is set to grow considerably over the next few years

The challenge facing the service is simple; to deliver improved safety and quality while meeting new demands in what will prove to be a challenging financial landscape. 
The new spotlight on pathology means that increasingly the role of the service as a potential ‘golden thread’ that runs through care pathways - delivering better patient outcomes - is more widely appreciated by other clinical specialists, health service managers and commissioners

The added-value potential of the service is recognised and understood at senior policy level, but achieving local recognition of this potential has often been lost in translation
The motivation to deliver a good diagnostic and preventative capability is obvious, and the NHS has a strong reputation for its high quality pathology services

But the current focus on delivering quality and productivity improvements across the NHS, coupled with the growing and changing service demands, for example with developments in genomics and molecular testing, has raised the bar considerably on what constitutes a pathology service fit for the 21st century
Some pathology models have already been successfully reconfigured in order to deliver better quality, more efficient, more patient-focused services

This has clearly highlighted that, with the right approach, opportunities exist to improve quality and productivity across a broad range of delivery models

The Carter Review drew on this and other evidence and projected that the service as a whole could make savings of up to £500 million per annum while improving the quality, safety and flexibility of the service
Now pathology has been identified as one of 12 Wave One National Workstreams of the Department of Health’s Quality and Productivity Challenge

And the good news is that the service is already well ahead of the curve; the evidence for achieving transformation and a supporting ‘roadmap’ has been set out by Lord Carter’s Independent Review and the Department’s response to his recommendations

Many of those on the frontline have begun to engage and are actively, through partnerships and smarter working, seeking ways in which they can meet the challenge of delivering better quality services in a tighter fiscal climate
This is not about a single national solution

Change will require locally coordinated action from the clinicians and managers who run the services, PCTs who commission pathology as part of care pathways, and SHAs in their strategic and coordinating roles

The role of the Pathology Programme is to help empower and support those local activities, through strategic direction, guidance, infrastructure development and support for projects that will help local partnerships to meet the challenges ahead.

A National Pathology Forum has recently been established to provide a focus for developing this support, and to ensure there is an active link between the Department and local delivery

This group has representatives from every Strategic Health Authority (SHA) – a lead clinician from within a trust, a pathology network manager or another key individual with experience of pathology service delivery and knowledge of the opportunities and obstacles to change
Forum members are responsible for engaging locally to ensure that all partners and stakeholders are involved in identifying and delivering the transformation needed by the service

SHAs are establishing their own local transformation boards and these will provide the route through which a coordinated approach can be achieved

Representation on these boards will come from both the provider and commissioner perspectives, and from across all partner organisations in the relevant region
The National Pathology Forum is part of a wider programme of engagement which will ensure that resources are directed towards what will be most useful on the ground for the service and how the Pathology Programme can most helpfully support this

This will include the development of guidance and support for commissioners, as well as exploring the potential for creating a mentoring scheme to provide a structure for trusts that have undergone service reconfiguration to support others who are at an earlier stage of the journey.

And there are some very practical projects already underway

For example NHS Improvement has been commissioned to work with 11 pilot sites to deliver improvements in quality, productivity and efficiency using Lean Six Sigma methodology

The pilots – seven focusing on histopathology processes and four on access to phlebotomy – will provide a live test bed for developing improvements that can be shared by other trusts in the future

Previous NHS Improvement work on cytology has already been captured in case studies available on the NHS Improvement website
The Pathology Programme is also working to help the service meet future demands through effective workforce planning and development by playing a key role in the national Modernising Scientific Careers initiative

A programme led by the Chief Scientific Officer Professor Sue Hill, MSC seeks to modernise prospective education, training and career pathways for the healthcare science workforce through development programmes for current and future leaders of pathology

The MSC programme is working with SHAs and other key partners in England to ensure a sustainable, fit for purpose workforce
The Pathology Programme has set up development programmes for current and future leaders of pathology. Influencing the Future is designed for senior pathology managers, and its first cohort, from NHS South East Coast and NHS West Midlands, started the programme in late 2009

The first Emerging Leaders programme, starting later this year, is already oversubscribed and looks set to become an essential part of the career pathway for pathology medics and health care scientists who will be among those leading the service in the future
Another key strand of the Programme’s work will include a range of initiatives aimed at improving the way in which IT supports service deliver

These include projects that are essential precursors to effective data sharing, such as developing a single National Catalogue for Laboratory Medicine and determining the feasibility of safely and appropriately combining pathology data

There are also important infrastructure projects, being delivered with Connecting for Health, such as improving IT connectivity between laboratories, and between GP systems and laboratories.

