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Denver Health is one of the first healthcare 
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experience suitable for participants at all levels. 
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institution, providing comprehensive, integrated care 
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LEANing Towards Better Patient Outcomes: A Clinician’s View of Lean at Denver Health 

Sansrita Nepal, MD, Marc Fedo, RN, Sarah Stella, MD, Marisha Burden, MD 

 

The A3 Lean methodology has been successfully implemented in a variety of business and management 

settings. This approach also serves as a valuable tool to assist healthcare providers seeking to improve hospital 

systems. At Denver Health, we strive to be the best integrated healthcare system, and Lean is at the center of 

our culture of constant improvement. Whether working to reduce patient falls and medical errors, or improve 

care transitions and patient experience, Lean tools are integral to our quality improvement approach. 

 

We have utilized A3 thinking to help us understand how we could improve patient experience with respect to 

pain control (Figure 1.2).  Our goal was to improve patients’ perceptions regarding their pain control, while 

attempting to minimize the use of opioid medications. We began by interviewing thirty hospitalized patients, 

several staff nurses and patient volunteers. Utilizing their input, we constructed a current state using a fishbone 

diagram (Figure 1.1). We identified that patients reported a subjective sense that their pain was not being 

addressed in a timely fashion. On the nursing staff side, we found that patient calls were prioritized on a case-

by-case basis rather than by a standardized approach, and that pain was often not perceived as an “emergency” 

and thus received lower priority in the nurses’ workflow. 

 

With this clear understanding of the current state, we designed a future state in which we standardized 

priorities for pain assessment, making it a priority for all the health care staff. Working with nursing, we were 

able to successfully pilot several quality improvement initiatives. These included purposeful hourly rounding by 

nurses and CNA’s to address patients’ pain, the use of a visual pain board with Wong pain scale, and the design 

of patient brochures with information on options for non- narcotic pain management and comfort items. 

 

This is just one of many examples of how our clinical teams utilize Lean tools to help address key questions 

impacting patient care.  By prompting a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the current state and a 

critical review of the contributing factors, A3 Thinking serves as a new set of eyes on tough problems and lead 

to sustainable solutions rather than superficial fixes.  

See Figures Below:  



FIGURE 1.2 

 

 

FIGURE 1.1 

 

 



 

You Asked? We Answered! 

Dear Denver Health, 

 

My organization has decided to create Visual Management Boards as part of our Lean Management 

System, and I’ve been charged with leading the initiative. Unfortunately, I’m struggling with how to 

get started and what to display on the boards. Where should I begin? Can you share some best 

practices for Visual Management? 

Signed, 

“Wanting to Visually Manage” 

 

We Answered! 

Dear “Wanting to Visually Manage”, 

Congrats on leading the initiative at your organization to utilize “Visual Management”! Use of Visual 

Management is a central component of a robust Lean Management System. It will help your leaders 

and frontline staff to identify and surface information that will lead to better problem solving 

While it can be difficult to get the ball rolling, and for your boards to feel like they are a management 

tool, it’s important to remember that Visual Management is an umbrella term that includes the use 

of visual management boards (e.g. “Strategy Deployment” and  “Daily Management”) and visual cues 

(e.g. Andon Systems). 

At Denver Health we started by developing Strategy Deployment Boards. This type of board ensures 

alignment with strategic initiatives, helps to demonstrate performance outcomes, and illustrates 

performance improvement activities (see Figure 2.1).  We have since added Daily Management 

Boards as part of our organization’s Visual Management system (see Figure 2.2). These boards are 

used to measure key processes that represent the work being done on a daily basis in various areas 

(i.e. good vs. bad days). While the boards are distinct from one another, the information on them 

should be aligned. Some of the management tools that you may use on both boards are: Run Charts, 

Paretos, A3s, and even simple tracking mechanisms (like tick marks) which are taught in our Lean 

Academy workshops. 

When thinking about what information and tools you want to display, include frontline staff in the 

process. Engaging your staff at the boards creates shared ownership for what is on the board, and is 

crucial to the success of your visual management system. Another way to engage your team is to 
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gather around the boards on a regular basis (e.g. “Daily Huddles”) and encourage taking turns 

speaking at the board. Soon enough your team will begin to see Visual Management as a group 

effort!  

Keep in mind that there is no such thing as a perfect board. What you put on the board will evolve 

over time. Keep it simple at first. Begin with things that your team is already monitoring and 

reviewing. Stick with it and as time goes on, your Visual Management system will come to life and 

become something that everyone refers to on a regular basis for status updates in your department.   

Signed, 

YAWA (You Asked We Answered) 

 

Strategy Deployment Board (Figure 2.1) 

 



 

Daily Management Board (Figure 2.2)  

 

  

What Questions Do YOU Have?  

Click HERE to submit your inquiry and be featured in an upcoming issue of our eNewsletter! 

Thank you for taking the time to check 

out this issue, see you again soon! 
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