
Minute QI – The Family of Measures in Healthcare Quality Improvement

In healthcare quality improvement, the “family of measures” refers to a set of key
metrics used to assess the success of improvement efforts. These measures are
typically divided into three categories:

1. Outcome Measures
2. Process Measures
3. Balancing Measures

Each type plays a distinct role in providing a comprehensive view of how well an
intervention or improvement is performing.

1. Outcome Measures

Outcome measures evaluate the final impact of a healthcare intervention on the patient
or system. These metrics show whether your improvement efforts are achieving the
desired results.

What they measure: The ultimate effect on patient health or healthcare system
performance.

Examples:
- Reduced hospital readmission rates
- Mortality rates
- Patient satisfaction scores
- Infection rates (e.g., catheter-associated infections)

Why they matter: Outcome measures are the end goal; they reflect the overall
improvement in care quality, patient health, and safety.

2. Process Measures

Process measures track whether the steps or actions needed to achieve the outcome
are being executed as planned. These measures help determine if you are doing the
right things, and whether the changes are being implemented effectively.

What they measure: The effectiveness and reliability of the processes used in care
delivery.



Examples:
- Percentage of patients receiving appropriate antibiotics before surgery
- Compliance with hand hygiene protocols
- Time taken to administer medication after a prescription is made
- Percentage of patients screened for diabetes

Why they matter: While outcome measures tell you if your goals are being met, process
measures show whether you are doing the things that should, theoretically, lead to
those outcomes. They help identify whether the process is followed but may not
immediately affect the outcome.

3. Balancing Measures

Balancing measures assess the unintended consequences of changes you make. They
ensure that improvements in one area are not causing problems in other areas. For
example, improving one process should not negatively impact another part of the
system.

What they measure: Potential negative side effects of changes.

Examples:
- Increase in staff workload due to new procedures
- Patient length of stay (when reducing readmissions could extend stays)
- Increased costs due to higher utilization of resources

Why they matter: Balancing measures ensure that while you're making progress in one
area, you’re not inadvertently creating issues elsewhere. They help identify and mitigate
potential trade-offs.

How to Select Appropriate Measures

1. Define the Aim of Your Project:
- Be specific about what you are trying to improve. Is your goal to reduce infections,

improve patient satisfaction, or streamline care delivery?
- The clearer the aim, the easier it is to select relevant measures.

2. Select Outcome Measures:
- Start by choosing a patient-focused outcome measure directly related to your goal. If

your aim is to reduce infections, an outcome measure could be the infection rate over
time.

3. Identify Key Processes:
- Determine the key actions that contribute to the desired outcome. These are the

processes that need to work well for you to achieve your aim.
- Select process measures that will help you monitor whether those actions are being

taken effectively.



4. Monitor for Unintended Consequences:
- Identify potential side effects or balancing measures. For example, if you reduce

patient length of stay, you may need to monitor whether readmission rates are
increasing as a result.

5. Ensure Measure Alignment:
- Make sure your process measures directly contribute to the outcome you're trying to

achieve.
- Your balancing measures should cover any risks or unintended consequences

related to your project.

6. Data Availability and Feasibility:
- Choose measures for which you can easily collect reliable data. If data collection is

difficult or inaccurate, it will hinder your ability to monitor progress effectively.

Example of Selecting Measures in Healthcare Improvement

Aim: Reduce the rate of catheter-associated urinary tract infections (CAUTI) in a
hospital unit by 20% over the next 6 months.

1. Outcome Measure:
- CAUTI rate per 1,000 catheter days

2. Process Measures:
- Percentage of patients with appropriate catheter care (e.g., cleaning the insertion

site properly)
- Daily evaluation of catheter necessity (percentage of patients assessed daily for

catheter removal)

3. Balancing Measure:
- Patient length of stay (monitor to ensure that removing catheters earlier doesn’t lead

to longer stays due to complications)

Conclusion

The family of measures—outcome, process, and balancing—provides a well-rounded
approach to evaluating the success of healthcare improvement projects. By selecting
appropriate measures and monitoring them consistently, teams can ensure that their
efforts lead to sustainable improvements without unintended consequences.


