
Improving prison clinic efficiency through improvement science

Background
• NHS Lothian has 

responsibility for the mental 
healthcare of prisoners 
within HMP Addiewell.

• There is high demand for 
psychiatric services. 
Psychiatrists provide in-
reach mental health clinics.

• Providing mental health 
clinics in prison is 
challenging. There are delays 
in accessing the health 
centre due to security 
procedures, inmates are 
housed far from the health 
centre, and prison ‘routes’ 
restrict prisoner movements.  

Problem
• Over 2017, we timed our 

movements through the prison 
on 16 consecutive health 
clinics.

• We found psychiatrists were 
waiting over 20 minutes from 
arrival in the clinic to seeing 
the first patient. Psychiatrists 
were spending 29 minutes 
waiting between patients per 
clinic, and seeing fewer than 3 
patients per clinic. Less than 
60% of the clinic was spent in 
direct patient contact. 

. 

Interventions
• We aimed to reduce the 

time spent waiting on and 
between patients by 50% by 
the end of 2018, whilst 
increasing the number of 
patients seen per clinic by 
30% by the end of 2018. 

• Primary drivers focused on 
optimising flow of prisoners 
at the start of the clinic, 
reducing the wait time 
between patients, and 
increased collaboration with 
prison officers. 

Change Ideas

• January 2018 – the arriving 
doctor calling the health 
centre on arrival to the 
prison car park, proactively 
encouraging the first prisoner 
to be sent for. 

• June 2018 – introduction of a 
briefing with the health 
centre officer at the start of 
the clinic, ordering the 
patient list based on routes 
and restricted prisoners. 

• August 2018 – rearranging 
medical cover to the prison 
so that both clinics were 
provided over one day. 
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Run Chart showing mean time in minutes spent waiting between patients, per patient, in clinic.

NHS Lothian

Effects of Change and Lessons Learnt
• Following our interventions, the mean time spent waiting on the first patient to arrive in clinic has reduced to 8 minutes. We are now 

waiting 12 minutes between patients. This is a reduction in waiting time of over 50%. Our ‘car park phone call’ measure was successful 
74% of the time.

• We are now seeing a mean of 3.70 patients per clinic. The proportion of clinic in direct patient contact has now risen to over 70%. 

• Prison is a complex system to work in, and effective change required involvement of prison and healthcare staff.

Pre-
Interventions
(n=17 clinics)

Post-
Interventions
(n=23 clinics)

% 
Change

Mean number of 
patients seen per clinic 2.75 3.70 ↑35%

Mean time waiting on 
1st patient to arrive 
(minutes)

22 8 ↓63%

Mean time waiting 
between patients 
(minutes)

29 12 ↓58%

Proportion of clinic in 
direct patient contact
(percentage)

59.1 71.1 ↑20%

Run Chart showing mean time in minutes spent waiting on the first patient to arrive in clinic.
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