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Five Steps to Improving 
Healthcare Quality with 
Benchmark Data

Stage Case study: lowering ER wait times   

Step 1: Assess current performance
Evaluate current performance of relevant quality 
metrics by comparing internal data to industry 
benchmarks and peer institutions. Identify areas 
of strength, weakness, and opportunities for 
improvement based on benchmark comparisons. 
Utilize benchmark data to gain insights into 
performance gaps and prioritize  
improvement efforts. 

After assessing current performance, the healthcare 
organization discovers that its patient satisfaction 
scores for timeliness of care are below industry 
benchmarks. By comparing internal data with 
benchmark data, the organization identifies long 
wait times in the emergency department as a key 
area for improvement. The CQO decides to focus on 
reducing wait times through process improvements 
and resource allocation changes. 

Step 2: Define objectives
Define objectives for quality improvement 
efforts based on relevant benchmark data. Select 
benchmark data that aligns with organizational 
priorities, regulatory requirements, and patient 
outcomes. For example, if data on patient 
satisfaction scores for emergency department 
wait times are low, the objective could be to cut 
wait times with adjusted staffing for peak times, 
a streamlined triage process, and enhanced 
communication.

The healthcare organization reviews benchmark 
data on hospital readmission rates for heart failure 
patients. The data shows that the organization’s 
readmission rate is higher than the industry 
benchmark. In response, the CQO decides to set  
an objective to reduce readmissions by 20% within 
the next year by implementing interventions to 
improve post-discharge care coordination and 
patient education. 

Step 3: Set SMART goals
Establish goals that are Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound, informed 
by benchmark data insights. Select benchmark 
data that directly aligns with organizational goals 
and industry standards to ensure they are realistic 
and achievable. Use benchmark data to set targets 
and track progress towards quality improvement 
objectives. 

Building on the assessment findings, the healthcare 
organization sets a SMART goal to reduce 
emergency department wait times by 30% within 
six months. This goal is specific (reducing wait 
times), measurable (30% reduction), achievable 
(based on benchmark data comparisons), relevant 
(addresses identified performance gap), and time-
bound (within six months). The organization plans to 
achieve this goal by implementing process changes 
and reallocating resources. 

Step 4: Develop action plans
Develop action plans outlining specific steps and 
resources needed to achieve quality improvement 
goals, guided by benchmark data insights. Consider 
stakeholder involvement, timeline, and potential 
barriers to implementation when designing action 
plans. Benchmark data should inform action 
plan development to ensure alignment with 
organizational objectives and industry standards. 

To achieve the goal of reducing emergency 
department wait times, the healthcare organization 
develops an action plan that includes process 
improvements, staff training, and technology 
upgrades. Benchmark data on best practices from 
peer institutions informs the action plan, which 
outlines specific steps such as implementing a triage 
system, optimizing staff scheduling, and deploying 
a patient tracking system. The action plan also 
identifies key stakeholders responsible 
for implementation and establishes timelines for  
each initiative. 

Step 5: Implement and monitor progress
Execute action plans and closely monitor progress 
towards quality improvement goals, utilizing 
benchmark data to measure success and make data-
driven decisions. Track key performance indicators 
to assess the impact of implemented strategies 
and adjust approaches as needed. Benchmark 
data serves as a guide for evaluating progress and 
identifying opportunities for further improvement. 

The healthcare organization implements the action 
plan to reduce emergency department wait times. 
Ongoing monitoring of key performance indicators, 
such as average wait time and patient satisfaction 
scores, allows the organization to track progress. By 
comparing internal data with benchmark data, the 
organization identifies areas of success and areas 
requiring additional intervention. For example, if 
wait times decrease but patient satisfaction remains 
low, the organization may adjust communication 
strategies or service offerings based on benchmark 
data from top-performing institutions.
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