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ABSTRACT

Background Improving patient flow in hospitals
represents a worldwide healthcare challenge. The
objective of this project was to depict the effectiveness of
case management in improving patient flow in a tertiary
hospital setting.

Methods Quality improvement methods, including
quantitative pre-Lean and post-Lean design, the Plan-Do-
Check-Act concept, the Single Minute Exchange of Dies
and the ‘demand and supply approach’ of the Institute of
Healthcare Improvement, were adapted to examine and
modify factors influencing hospital patient flow.

Results This study (conducted from the last quarter of
2019 through September 2022) resulted in a remarkable
improvement in patient flow, as evident from the reduction
in average hospital length of stay (from 11.5 to 4.4 days)
and average emergency department boarding time (from
11.9 to 1.2 hours) and the improvement of bed turnover
rate (from 0.57 to 0.93), (p<0.001, p=0.017, p=0.038,
respectively), with net cost savings of 123 130 192 million
Saudi Riyals (US$32 821 239).

Conclusion Implementing a well-structured case
management programme can enhance care coordination,
streamlilne transitions, boost patient outcomes, and
increase revenues within hospital settings.

INTRODUCTION

Patient flow is a crucial element of process
management in hospitals. It describes the
movement of patients through the different
stages of required hospital care and considers
whether they are subject to unnecessary
delay." Optimising patient flow in hospitals
ensures that patients receive the best avail-
able care while saving time, effort and costs."
Failing to achieve hospital-wide patient flow
puts patients at risk for suboptimal care and
potential harm, as well as increasing hospital
staff burden.? Poor patient flow is especially
apparent when incoming emergency depart-
ment (ED) patients cannot be immediately
admitted into the hospital due to a lack of
available beds.” When the supply cannot
match the demand, patients experience lower
quality of care and worse health outcomes.”*
This paved the way for the integration of case
management (CM) into healthcare.*

WHAT IS ALREADY KNOWN ON THIS TOPIC

= Effective patient flow management within hospital
settings plays a pivotal role in influencing the quality
of care, staff workload and patient outcomes. This
highlights the crucial need for structured and coor-
dinated processes to elevate the overall experience
and optimize the allocation of resources.

WHAT THIS STUDY ADDS

= This work accentuates the vital significance of case
management in enhancing patient flow, ultimately
leading to improved healthcare outcomes, opera-
tional efficiency, and cost-effectiveness. Through
streamlining patient care and optimizing transitions
between healthcare services, it contributes to more
effective and economic healthcare systems.

HOW THIS STUDY MIGHT AFFECT RESEARCH,
PRACTICE OR POLICY

= This study emphasizes the importance of sustain-
able improvement strategies in optimizing patient
flow within hospital settings. It highlights the ef-
fectiveness of tailored interventions in case man-
agement programmes, in improving coordination of
care, patient outcomes, and financial performance.
Customizing interventions to fit the unique needs
of each organization is crucial for successful im-
plementation and the advancement of healthcare

delivery practices.

CM is a healthcare process where a profes-
sional helps the patient and their family navi-
gate through a complicated set of services
available within an organisation and their
community to meet their healthcare needs
in a cost-effective and coordinated manner.”
Knowledge of healthcare costs and resource
utilisation has accustomed CM to challenge
interventions with questionable effectiveness
in the healthcare process.” Case managers
are the leaders in patient flow management;
through working collaboratively with and
coordinating care from all hospital depart-
ments, the case manager can identify and
correct barriers to patient flow as they occur.
This unique role positively impacts the
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quality of care and operational efficiency of the health-
care system.” Yet, further studies are necessary to confirm
the effectiveness of CM interventions.

Al Hada Armed Forces Hospital (Taif, Saudi Arabia)
is a tertiary care hospital and one of nine Armed Forces
hospitals in the Kingdom. With a capacity of 420 beds and
3000 staff, this acute facility provides extensive medical
and nursing services, including open heart surgery and
kidney transplants.” Care is required for an average
of a thousand patients per day. The CM department
(comprising CM, bed management and discharge coordi-
nation divisions) was established at Al Hada Armed Forces
Hospital in 2016 and was recognised by the Ministry of
Defence Health Services (MODHS) in December 2019.
An in-depth evaluation of the hospital patient flow
parameters revealed notable inefficiencies. Therefore,
this initiative was started in September 2019 and aimed at
enhancing patient flow in the hospital, that is, facilitating
timely and efficient patient movement throughout the
hospital, ultimately enhancing overall operational effi-
ciency. The specific objective was to shed light on the role
of CM practices in making the intervention plan workable
and effective. The secondary aim of the endeavour was
to estimate the financial return of the new interventions.

METHODS

Project team

A core team of stakeholders was assembled as a central
part of setting up the project. This team comprised the
director of the CM department, a continuous quality
improvement and patient safety (CQI & PS) coach, a
case manager or bed coordinator, representatives from
medical administration, human resources (HR), mate-
rials management and other allied departments, as well as
a nursing representative and the most responsible physi-
cian.

The project was launched in September 2019 by the
MODHS, which is one of the strategic priorities at Al
Hada Armed Forces Hospital. The project team estab-
lished biweekly meetings for devising interventions,
orchestrating implementation updates, refining strate-
gies and overcoming obstacles arising along the way. In
addition, daily and weekly huddles with hospital stake-
holders and departmental champions were commenced.
All introduced measures were communicated through
visual management reporting systems to all hospital units.

Measures

Process measures

Percentage of compliance with multidisciplinary team
review on the eighth day, percentage of early discharge
planning for complex patients, percentage of patients
discharged from the hospital units before 12:00,
percentage of patients with documented preliminary
discharge orders the night before discharge, median time
(in min) until discharge, percentage of patients admitted
to hospital units before 10:00, percentage of delayed

admission (lasting >45 min), waiting time (in days) for
elective admission and bed turnover rate (online supple-
mental table 1).

Primary outcome measures

Primary outcome measures include average hospital
length of stay (LOS, in days), average ED boarding time
(in hours) and patient experience (percentage) (online
supplemental table 1).

Balancing measures

Balancing measures include mortality rate, hospital-
acquired infection (HAI) rate and rate of hospital read-
mission within 30 days (online supplemental table 1).

Baseline data were available for the ED boarding time,
the average LOS and the hospital readmission rate.
Other measures were initiated at the start of the project
(online supplemental table 1). Data for this project
were retrieved from the patient census, reports from the
bed management division and the admission office and
patient flow indicators from the CQI & PS department.
Shadowing® was also used for collecting observational
data. Patient experience data were collected quarterly
via patient surveys throughout the intervention. The data
were forwarded to Press Ganey,9 a third-party company
assigned by the MODHS to collect and analyse patient
feedback. The reports provided by Press Ganey were
used to assess and track changes in patient experience
throughout the entire intervention period.

For estimating study measures, data were retrieved
weekly from the hospital management information system
(WIPRO) and submitted to the CQI & PS department
for analysis. All data were initially validated by the CQI &
PS department to ensure accuracy and reliability. Subse-
quently, 10% of our data (through random sampling) was
independently validated by other reviewers. If the results
exceeded 90%, the data were considered valid. Moreover,
the MODHS arranged multiple visits to our hospital to
ensure the validity and reliability of the data collection.
Continuous monitoring and evaluation were performed
throughout the duration of the project, according to
which decisions were made either to adapt, adjust or
discard the intervention.

Return on investment (ROI) estimation

Estimation of the ROI' was used to calculate the net finan-
cial gains throughout the project, taking into considera-
tion all the resources invested and all the amounts gained
through increased revenue, reduced cost or both. ROI
is estimated as the ratio of two financial estimates of net
financial returns from improvement action divided by the
financial investment in the improvement project. When
an ROI is =1, the returns generated by improvement
actions are greater than or equal to the costs for devel-
opment and implementation, representing a positive
outcome. Conversely, an ROI <1 indicates a net loss from
changes in quality and utilisation, reflecting a negative
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Figure 1 Outline of the objectives and approaches of the study. IHI, Institute for Healthcare Improvement; LOS, length of stay;

PDCA, Plan-Do-Check-Act.

outcome. Cost savings are derived from the difference
between returns and cost investment.

Strategy

The improvement plan was introduced through a series
of three Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) cycles, each lasting
from 3 to 9 months. The objectives of the three consec-
utive cycles were reducing patient LOS, reducing median
discharge cycle time and reducing the median time for elec-
tive admission (figure 1). Most departments of the hospital
were involved in the intervention. The inpatient wards (a
total of 293 beds) were addressed. The nursery and critical

care units were excluded since they have different perfor-
mance indicator parameters. One pilot unit was chosen
every cycle to check the effectiveness of the interventions.

In the planning phase, the team applied the Donabe-
dian approach'' to evaluate the structure, process and
outcomes of healthcare quality and services (online
supplemental file 1). The recommendations of the Insti-
tute for Healthcare Improvement (IHI)? were adapted
to improve patient flow across the hospital and modified
throughout the intervention to best suit our hospital-
specific situation.
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First PDCA cycle

The first PDCA cycle started in September 2019. This cycle
aimed at reducing the average hospital LOS through the
implementation of actions that ensured that patient stays
were needed or necessary according to clinical criteria for
discharge and standardised LOS. The Male Medical I unit
was selected as the pilot unit.

At the beginning of this cycle, the root causes for
exceeding hospital LOS at Al Hada Armed Forces
Hospital were identified. The top causes of prolonged
stays were poor coordination of care, the unavailability of
monitoring systems for LOS and the limited availability
of the necessary supplies and equipment required before
patient discharge.

Interventions applied during this cycle were influ-
enced by the recommendations of the ‘Ensiab Project’."”
The interventions included the SAFER" discharge
bundle and the implementation of the RED to GREEN
visual management system (based on the NHS RED and
GREEN bed days)."* Flow improvement multidisciplinary
teams (MDTs) were reinforced, led by a case manager
for each hospital unit and daily morning MDT huddles
were commenced. The objectives of MDT huddles were
to monitor admission and discharge, and patient status
(eg, requires moving, downgrading and discharging) and
to timely identify challenges arising along the process.
The IHI hospital inpatient waste identification tool'
was used to recognise waste along the process. The case
manager also attended the morning patient round of the
primary care team. This was an opportunity to communi-
cate observed data, patient updates and emerging prob-
lems and to coordinate the required patient care (during
hospital stay and after discharge). These data and prob-
lems were relayed to the project team for analysis.

The RED to GREEN visual management system
increased the engagement of all medical staff in the
project. Moreover, CM succeeded in establishing effective
communication with stakeholders, which helped them
understand the necessary changes and encouraged them
to provide their input and to be actively engaged in the
change process. This resulted in the gradual mitigation of
the resistance of staff members towards the introduction
of major changes to hospital processes.

To address patient transition following hospital
discharge, the project team developed community/
internal and external communication programmes to
contact the necessary community services and health-
care facilities. These programmes covered other Armed
Forces hospitals and Ministry of Health hospitals in the
Taif Region, as well as home healthcare, rehabilitation
and psychiatry facilities. Moreover, the need for a long-
term care unit was highlighted by the project team and
this has become a major strategic goal at Al Hada Armed
Forces Hospital in the next 5 years.

Since standardised hospital LOSs for diagnosis-related
groups (DRGs) for Al Hada Armed Forces Hospital were
not available, the project requested benchmark LOSs
for common diagnoses from each medical department.

These standardised LOSs were created and integrated
into the hospital management information system
(WIPRO). This was an important step in the project
that enabled the uploading of the patient data onto the
system for monitoring and analysis. The hospital LOS was
closely monitored. An ‘MDT Review for 7-day outliers’ form
was dedicated to monitoring patients exceeding hospital
LOS. Moreover, physicians had to document in Prog-
ress Notes or Physician Orders justifying the reason for
keeping the patient in the hospital.

Many of the patients at Al Hada Armed Forces Hospital
were geriatric with complex conditions and comor-
bidities, affecting the patient discharge process. These
complex patient populations were managed through the
efforts of case managers in coordinating patient care with
social workers and other members of the interdisciplinary
care team and involving family members in the process.
Details of the intervention are displayed in table 1.

Second PDCA cycle

At the beginning of this cycle, there was an observable
prolonged median discharge cycle time. Shadowing of
a randomly selected discharge order showed that the
time required for completing the discharge process was
225 min. This resulted in a bottleneck in hospital opera-
tions. Thus, the aim of this cycle was to reduce the mean
discharge cycle time. The pilot unit during this cycle was
the Orthopaedics Medical and Surgical unit.

Lean methodology was applied to test parameters
involved in the discharge process and to evaluate the
outcome of the interventions. Value stream mapping'®
was used to trace patient flow throughout the discharge
process, and Single-Minute Exchange of Dies'” was used
to determine the activities negatively impacting the
patient discharge process. Two main factors hindered the
patient discharge process: remarkable variability in how
the discharge process was carried out and the prepara-
tion of the discharge prescription. This was caused by the
absence of a preliminary discharge order.

Steps for early planning of patient discharge were thus
commenced, taking into consideration the criteria for
medical readiness of discharge (medical and surgical
cases) for Al Hada Armed Forces Hospital. A discharge
coordinator participated in morning rounds to monitor
and streamline the discharge process and to collect and
report data. One of the main interventions in this cycle
was to enforce the preparation or documentation of
preliminary discharge orders the night before discharge.
This provided time for informing patients and their rela-
tives and for performing final activities (such as revising
test results, nurse education, informing family members
to arrange patient discharge or hospital transportation
and completion of paperwork) to make timely discharge
possible. The involvement of several departments (eg,
physiotherapy, social workers and health educators) was
mandatory during this phase.

Waste contributing to extended discharge cycle time was
identified in waiting times (waiting for a physician to clear
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the patient for discharge and waiting for family members
to fulfil patient discharge) and in unnecessary motion
within the process (submission of prescriptions by nurses
to the pharmacy department and acquisition of necessary
medical supplies and devices by family members from
the materials management department (MMD)). Several
interventions were introduced. A paperless prescription
system was implemented via the Hospital Management
Information System (WIPRO), eliminating the need for
nurses to physically submit prescriptions to the phar-
macy department. This allowed for fast preparation and
delivery of take-out medications. Additionally, acquiring
supplies and medical equipment from the MMD became
the responsibility of case managers upon requisition by
the attending physician and was individually delivered to
patients prior to discharge. To improve the early discharge
of patients (before 12:00), case managers and discharge
coordinators were involved in anticipating referrals to
special facilities so that continuity of care could be guar-
anteed. Interventions are detailed in table 2.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, there were delays
in the discharge process and prolongation of LOSs due
to constant review of infectious disease protocols and
re-swabbing for patient clearance and discharge. The
CM department tackled this challenge by conducting a
continuous review of the plan of care for each patient,
providing care coordination to the responsible physician
and following up and expediting laboratory test results.

Third PDCA cycle

The third PDCA cycle of the initiative commenced in
September 2021, not immediately after the second cycle,
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, the inter-
ventions of the first and second cycles were sustained
throughout the pandemic. The Male Surgical 1 unit was
the pilot unit for this cycle.

At the beginning of this cycle, a prolonged median time
for elective admission was observed (6 days). The main
root causes of long admission times were a mismatch
between demand and supply of inpatient beds, a lack
of knowledge of non-medical staff regarding neces-
sary medical terminology and diagnoses and a lack of
awareness of patients regarding hospital preadmission
requirements.

The main intervention was the establishment of a bed
management division (following the CM department)
to act as a centralised bed management authority that
handles all admissions and transfers throughout the
hospital. Moreover, the Admission Office, previously
under the department of patient affairs, was transferred
to the authority of the CM department, bringing both
elective and emergency admissions under the purview of
CM. Recruiting additional staff was necessary to support
the new division. Internal hiring (ie, rehiring of existing
staff) proved to be a cost-effective approach that also
ensured staff retention.

Bed management monitored and analysed hospital-
wide patient flow patterns to predict volume and seasonal

variations. Furthermore, the IHI Be a Bed Ahead: ‘The
Pull versus Push System’'® was implemented to address
delays in patient movement between care points. In
addition, daily morning bed management huddles were
commenced, where bed managers monitored patient
admissions and managed bed capacity and demand issues
with the care team in real time.

Education of non-medical staff pertaining to medical
terminology and hospital patient flow processes was neces-
sary to improve the admission process time yet proved to
be challenging. Nevertheless, the project team hired an
admission office manager with a background in nursing
and experience in CM or bed management, making
the education programme possible. In addition, several
interventions were implemented to improve patient and
family member awareness of preadmission requirements.
Details of the interventions of the third PDCA cycle are
detailed in table 3.

RESULTS
This project comprised three overlapping cycles of inter-
ventions starting in September 2019 through September
2022. The aim of the first PDCA cycle was to reduce the
average hospital LOS. Regarding process measures used
to evaluate these cycle interventions, the percentage of
compliance with MDT review on the eighth day fluctu-
ated throughout the first 12 months of the intervention,
with the value exceeding the expected target begin-
ning in April 2020. A 100% compliance was achieved in
September 2020, and this compliance was sustained until
the end of the project (p=0.009) (figure 2A, table 4).
The percentage of early discharge planning for complex
patients increased from a baseline of 0% at the begin-
ning of the intervention to 100% in February 2020 and
sustained at 100% until the end of the project; neverthe-
less, the change was not significant (figure 2B, table 4).
The second PDCA cycle was aimed atreducing discharge
cycle time. To examine the impact of interventions, the
following process measures were evaluated: percentage
of patients discharged from the hospital units before
12:00, percentage of patients with documented prelim-
inary discharge orders the night before discharge and
median time until discharge. The baseline percentage of
patients discharged before 12:00 was 20%. This measure
rapidly increased, exceeding the expected target and
reaching 63% in February 2020. It then plummeted
between April 2020 and September 2020 due to the diffi-
culty of attaining the interventions during the COVID-19
pandemic. The measure then gradually improved, from
30% in May 2019, exceeding the expected target in
August 2020 (60%), and reaching 66% at the end of the
initiative (p=0.001) (figure 2C, table 4). The percentage
of patients with documented preliminary discharge
orders the night before discharge started at a baseline of
32% and steadily increased to achieve the expected target
in July 2020, and reaching 85% at the end of the initia-
tive (p=0.001) (figure 2D, table 4). The baseline median
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Figure 2 Process measures. (A) MDT compliance on the eighth day (%). (B) Early initiation of discharge planning for complex
cases (%). (C) Patients discharged from the hospital units before 12:00 (%). (D) Patients with documented preliminary discharge
orders the night before discharge (%). (E) Median time (in minutes) until discharge from an inpatient setting. (F) Waiting time (in
days) for elective admission. (G) Delayed admission (lasting >45 min) (%). (H) Patients admitted to hospital units before 10:00
(%). (I) Bed turnover rate. Ave., average; BTR, bed turnover rate; MDT, multidisciplinary team.
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time until discharge was estimated at 212 min in October
2019. This was rapidly decreased to 62.3 min in January
2020. The decrease was sustained until the end of the
initiative, reaching 63 min at the end of the intervention.
Yet, this 71% improvement was not statistically significant
(figure 2E, table 4).

During the third PDCA cycle, reducing the median
waiting time for elective admission was the main target
of the interventions. Process measures examined for
this cycle included waiting time for elective admission,
the percentage of delayed admissions (lasting >45 min)
and the percentage of patients admitted to hospital units
before 10:00. The baseline measure of waiting time for
elective admission was 6 days in September 2021. The
median values fluctuated thereafter, showing increases
and decreases still below the expected target level. By the
end of the initiative, the median time was reduced by 50%
(8 days in September 2022); nevertheless, the change was
not statistically significant (figure 2F, table 4). Median
delayed admission was estimated at 10% at baseline
(September 2021). The measure gradually decreased,
reaching 3% at the end of the initiative (p<0.001)
(figure 2G, table 4). The percentage of patients admitted
to hospital units before 10:00 started at a baseline value of
19% (September 2021). This measure gradually increased
to 92% at the end of the initiative (p<0.001) (figure 2H,
table 4).

Bed turnover rate, the process measure influenced by
all project interventions, was initially estimated at 0.57
in September 2019. This gradually increased to 0.98
in February 2020, after which there was a rapid drop
continuing until April 2020 due to the failure to sustain
the interventions during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
measure then gradually increased to 0.96 in October
2020, after which the increase was sustained, reaching
0.93 at the end of the initiative (p=0.038) (figure 2I,
table 4).

The outcome measures of this project were the average
hospital LOS, the average ED boarding time, and patient
experience. The baseline average hospital LOS was 11.5
in January 2019. The measure fluctuated remarkably until
July 2020 (reaching 6.2), after which the measure was
gradually reduced to 4.4 days at the end of the interven-
tion (p<0.001) (figure 3A, table 4). The baseline average
ED boarding time was 11.9 hours in January 2019. This
rapidly dropped until July 2019, after which the reduction
was sustained, reaching 1.2 hours at the end of the inter-
vention (p=0.017) (figure 3B, table 4). Regarding patient
experience, the domains of inpatient admission and
discharge were specifically targeted. There was a gradual
and sustainable improvement in patient experience of
the admission process from a baseline of 85.1% in 2019
to 86.1% in 2022. Satisfaction with the discharge process
increased from 83.5% at baseline in 2019 to 87.9% in
2022 (figure 3E, table 4).

The balancing measures of the project were the hospital
readmission rate within 30 days, the hospital mortality
rate and the HAI rate. The hospital readmission rate was

estimated at baseline in September 2019 (7.5%). This
rapidly dropped to 1.2% in June 2020. The measure then
gradually decreased to 0% in December 2021, with this
value sustained to the end of the initiative. Nevertheless,
this change was not statistically significant (figure 3C,
table 4). Regarding mortality, the baseline measurement
in the fourth quarter of 2019 was 2.5%, which increased
to 4.5% in the first quarter of 2020. This was followed
by a steady decrease to 2.5% at the end of the interven-
tion, which was not correlated with hospital LOS. On the
other hand, the HAI rate started at 1.8% at baseline in the
fourth quarter of 2019. This declined in the first quarter
of 2020, reaching 0.8%, followed by a rise to 2.3% in the
second quarter of 2020. The HAI rate steadily decreased
thereafter, reaching 1.3% at the end of the initiative,
being correlated with hospital LOS (p=0.037) (figure 3D,
table 4).

ROI estimation

ROI" was estimated to determine the economic impact
of the intervention. ROI was calculated as the ratio of two
financial estimates of net financial returns from improve-
ment action (cost reduction due to reducing hospital
LOS) divided by the financial investment in the improve-
ment project (internal hiring of staff for the bed manage-
ment division). Cost savings were derived from the differ-
ence between returns (cost reduction resulting from
reducing hospital LOS) and cost investment (internal
hiring of staff for the bed management division).

The reduction of hospital LOS at Al Hada Armed
Forces Hospital resulted in net financial returns of 128
032 692 Saudi Riyals (SAR) (table 5), while the financial
investment in the improvement action was estimated at 4
902 500 SAR (table 6). The net cost savings (ie, net finan-
cial returns—financial investment) were estimated at 123
130 192 SAR (US$32 821 239). Therefore, the ROI was
estimated at 26.11.

DISCUSSION
The Saudi population has grown exponentially in the last
20 years, leading to an increase in healthcare expenditure
estimated at US$2.4 billion per year." Like most coun-
tries around the globe, Saudi Arabia experiences chal-
lenges in providing cost-effective healthcare services while
ensuring the quality of care in its public facilities. Health-
care transformation is a central goal of Saudi Arabia’s
Vision 2030.*° Saudi Arabia has opted to restructure its
healthcare system through privatising public hospitals,
a globally implemented solution for overcoming the
financial burden of inefficient and unsatisfactory health-
care systems.”' Yet Vision 2030 sets the path for using
innovation to enhance operational efficiency and finan-
cial sustainability in healthcare.”” Thus, the adoption of
innovative CM approaches aligns with and contributes to
Saudi’s Vision 2030.

The goal of this project was to streamline patient care,
focusing on the role of CM as the main drive for the
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change package. The initiative started in September 2019
and was concluded in September 2022. The interventions
were implemented via three overlapping PDCA cycles.
All project measures (process, balancing and outcome)
were continuously monitored. Hospital LOS has been
established as a measure of the efficiency of healthcare.*
Unnecessarily long hospital stays are associated with poor
patient outcomes, including hospital-acquired infec-
tions and increased mortality,23 as well as increased costs
and negative patient experiences.”* Long patient LOSs
reduce the operational efficiency of healthcare systems,
burden the staff and increase the cost of unnecessary
bed occupancy** and the economic impact of adverse
events.”” * We used average hospital LOS as the major
outcome measure of this initiative. The average hospital
LOS for all causes across the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development countries was about 8
days. Turkey and Mexico had the shortest stays (about
4 days), whereas Japan and Korea had the longest stays
(over 16 days).27

In the first PDCA cycle, CM focused on the coordi-
nation of patient care among all involved parties. One
approach used in this project was enforcing the role
of MDTs. MDTs make interprofessional education and
collaboration possible.” * This collaboration allowed
for problem-solving and decision-making in real-time.
Moreover, the CM introduced measures to overcome the
delayed transition of patients to other care or community
settings, a well-known problem in healthcare that delays
patient discharge and unnecessarily prolongs LOS.” This
was achieved by identifying patients with complex social
and medical needs upon admission and by developing
communication programmes addressing target care and
community services. Proper transition of care has been
shown to reduce hospital readmissions,” which is in line
with the reduction of the hospital readmission rate in our
study.

Discharge planning is currently an important element
in managing healthcare systems. Several authors have
declared morning hours unsuitable for preparing the
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Table 5 Net financial returns due to the improvement plan

Year
Indicator 2020 2021 2022
Total number of beds 220 283 293
Bed occupancy rate (%) 62.0 81.0 75.0
Current bed use 136 229 220
Hospital LOS (days) before 9.5 6.8 5.5
Hospital LOS (days) after 6.8 5.5 4.6
Bed demand with new LOS 98 185 184
Gain in available beds 39 44 36
Daily bed cost (SAR) 3000.0 3000.0 3000.0
Daily operational efficiency (SAR) 116299 131470 107877
Monthly operational efficiency (SAR) 3488968 3944104 3236318
Annual operational efficiency (SAR) 41 867 621.0 47329253 38835818
Net financial return 128032692 SAR

LOS, length of stay; SAR, Saudi Riyals.

preliminary discharge order and this should ideally occur
the day before discharge, when the patient has been tenta-
tively identified as ready to leave.” > The planning of the
discharge process was successfully tackled in the second
PDCA cycle using several interventions. Discharge plan-
ning has been shown to be effective in reducing hospital
LOSS,34 % \which is in line with our results.

Bed management was addressed in the third PDCA
cycle. CM created a central bed management authority,
moving all relevant hospital sections under its umbrella.
This made the orchestration of all hospital admissions and
transfers possible, with the aim of monitoring hospital
beds and providing empty beds for elective and emer-
gency admissions, to match demand and capacity. This
resulted in a successful reduction of waiting times for elec-
tive admissions and the ED boarding time and increased
hospital operational efficiency. The role of bed manage-
ment in improving patient flow and hospital operational
efficiency has been confirmed in several studies.™ *’

The project team used internal hiring to recruit staff
for the newly developed Bed Management Division.
The advantages of internal hiring are multidimensional;
short recruitment process, reduced recruitment costs, no
need for advertising, and the fact that internal recruits
are already familiar with the organisation’s culture and
processes.”® In addition to achieving staff retention, this
proved to be a rapid solution, which resulted in 315 000
SAR in estimated cost savings that would have otherwise
been incurred in the external hiring of non-Saudi staff.

Being a tertiary care facility, Al Hada Armed Forces
Hospital is the destination of complex patients with
comorbidities requiring special diagnostics and treat-
ment plans. CM and MDT approaches are the most
common interventions used to address complexity in
hospital settings, where complex patients are identified
and engaged to prevent worsening health and improve
health outcomes and patient satisfaction.*

Patients engaged in their own healthcare are believed
to have better health outcomes and to be more satisfied
with the service.™ * But this is hard to achieve in an inpa-
tient setting.” Nevertheless, involving patients and their
family members in discharge and admission planning (in
the first and third PDCA cycles, respectively) proved to
be an integral factor in the success of the improvement.

The importance of data-driven approaches for
improving healthcare has been recently highlighted in
the literature.” From the beginning of the project, CM
integrated data-driven approaches into its process. This
facilitated data analysis, collaboration of care and decision-
making, making the study interventions successful. This is
in line with the results of several studies using data-driven
approaches in comparable settings.” **

Patient experience serves as a crucial outcome measure
for assessing the effectiveness of hospital-wide patient flow
improvements.*’ This study followed patient satisfaction
with admission and discharge processes, which has shown
a steady increase over the period of the intervention.

Reducing average hospital LOS has been found to
reduce mortality rates.*? However, this could not be
demonstrated in our study. This could be explained by the
complexity of the patient population at Al Hada Armed
Forces Hospital. Moreover, increased mortality rates due
to the COVID-19 pandemic further affected our findings.
On the other hand, hospital LOS had a positive impact
on the HAI rate in our study. This is consistent with the
findings of various studies.** **

The net cost savings of the initiative amounted to 123
million SAR over the 3 years of the project. The financial
revenue generated by the project was exceptional, with
an ROI of 26. According to the Agency for Healthcare
Research and Quality,'” an ROI of 26 indicates that for
every 1 SAR invested in the initiative, the hospital gained
26 SAR. This is in accordance with recent studies that
have shown that managing patient flows through CM is
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Table 6 Financial investment in the improvement action

September 2021-September 2022

No. of staff Monthly (SAR) Annual (SAR) No. of staff Monthly (SAR) Annual (SAR) No. of staff Monthly (SAR) Annual (SAR)

September 2020-September 2021

September 2019-September 2020

Internal hiring

576000
1716000
15000

8000

6

192000
1404000
10000

8000

2
9
4

192000
780000

8000

Saudi staff salary

13000
2500

11

6

13000
2500

13000
2500

5
7

Non-Saudi staff salary

17500

Initial training cost
Annual cost (SAR)

Total financial
investment

2307000

1606000

989500

4902500 SAR

SAR, Saudi Riyals.

not only beneficial to the patient but is also beneficial
to the organisation.” ** The literature is divided on the
cost-effectiveness of CM,* which is probably explained by
the wide variability of CM approaches. Nevertheless, our
interventions proved to be cost-effective in our hospital
setting.

LESSONS LEARNT

The changes implemented in this project—the utilisation
of case managers, bed managers, discharge coordinators
and admission officers, coupled with modification of
hospital-related processes and a patient or family-centred
care approach have resulted in significant improvements
in patient flow and a reduction in unnecessary hospital
stays, with favourable financial outcomes. This model
embodies the potential for sustainability and exporta-
bility.

The sustainability of these improvements relies on
continuous implementation and refining of the roles and
processes involved. This requires effective communication
among the supervising body, including regular huddles,
to timely identify and address challenges arising during
the process. Ongoing training programmes and height-
ened awareness among healthcare professionals can help
maintain the momentum and ensure long-term success in
patient flow enhancements. The changes involved in this
project can also be exportable. Establishing dedicated
CM departments in each military hospital in Saudi Arabia
can further solidify these changes and provide a frame-
work for future improvements. Interinstitutional commu-
nication is necessary to discuss the specific strategies
for transfer and the sustainability of the interventions.
Additionally, highlighting positive financial impact and
patient benefit can emphasise the value of these interven-
tions and their potential replication in other healthcare
settings.

In summary, the lessons learnt from this project
underscore the importance of prioritising patient safety,
optimising efficiency, improving accessibility and imple-
menting sustainable solutions. By incorporating these
lessons into future initiatives, healthcare organisations
can strive for continuous improvement in patient care
and operational efficiency.

LIMITATIONS

The first PDCA cycle of our initiative coincided with two
ongoing projects, NO WAIT* and the patient flow opti-
misation project’” of the CM department. Therefore, it is
challenging to quantify the extent of change solely attrib-
utable to the interventions of this initiative. Assessing the
impact of the intervention on hospital staff and their satis-
faction with the change would have been a valuable addi-
tion to the work, but this was not addressed in the study.
Additionally, we acknowledge the limited scope of the
patient experience domain in this study, which focused
on the inpatient domain encompassing admission and
discharge processes. While these aspects are crucial for
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patient satisfaction and overall experience, other impor-
tant domains of patient experience were not addressed.
Further research and study should explore all satisfac-
tion domains of the patient journey related to hospital
LOS, such as communication with healthcare providers,
involvement in treatment decisions, pain management,
and overall care coordination.

Itis important to note that although the findings of this
study align with previous research, the context of each
healthcare organisation may vary, and the specific inter-
ventions implemented may differ. Therefore, it is essen-
tial to consider the unique characteristics and needs of
each organisation when designing and implementing CM
interventions.

CONCLUSION

This project demonstrates that CM can improve patient
flow in a hospital setting through the roles of case
managers, bed managers, discharge coordinators and
admission officers and through modifying hospital-
related processes (admission/discharge planning, MDT
huddles and others), with a positive financial impact due
to a reduction of the costs of unnecessary inpatient stays.
This project also demonstrates that a sustainable solution,
rather than a short-term intervention, can be successfully
implemented. The current intervention can serve as a
reference point for future improvement projects dealing
with patient flow in hospitals and how it contributes to
quality improvement and patient benefit.

Due to the remarkable results of this improvement
project, it was recommended that this set of interventions
be disseminated to the MODHS and its satellites. The
project team has begun professional training programmes
across hospitals in the MODHS with the objectives of
creating awareness about patient flow, teaching methods
of improving patient flow and setting the groundwork for
establishing CM departments in each hospital.

While challenges and limitations were encountered,
the study has provided valuable insights into the complex-
ities of optimising patient flow in a hospital setting. By
addressing these challenges and building upon the
successes of this project, hospitals can continue to improve
patient care, resource utilisation, and overall operational
efficiency. This research contributes to the body of knowl-
edge on patient flow optimisation and provides a frame-
work for future studies and implementations in other
healthcare settings.
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