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Preface

THE POLICY FRAMEWORK FOR CLINICAL AUDIT

The new National Health Service (NHS) will have “quality at its heart” according to the latest
White Paper (London: Stationery Office, Cm 3807, December 1997), which argues that too much
attention has been paid to financial efficiency over recent years to the neglect of service quality.
In an attempt to redress this imbalance, trust boards are to be held accountable for the quality
of the clinical services provided, in addition to meeting their financial targets. This new statutory
duty is to be fulfilled by a process termed ‘clinical governance’ which places responsibilities on
individuals and organisations to develop systems which ensure the delivery of high-quality care
to patients. Clinical audit in an integral part of this process.

The recent consultative document A First Class Service: Quality in the New NHS (London:
Department of Health, 1998) indicates that there will be developments and expectations placed
on clinicians to demonstrate their role in quality improvement. From 1999 trusts will require full
participation by all hospital doctors in audit programmes, including speciality and sub-speciality
national external audit. Trusts will also require that an evidence-based approach is supported
and applied in everyday practice. Two new external bodies, the Commission for Health
Improvement and the National Institute for Clinical Excellence, will support and reinforce the
local duty for quality in the NHS.

It is likely that the level of confidentiality that has been assumed in the management of
clinical audit results will change as a result of government policy. Recent major shortfalls in the
quality of clinical management and a general increase in public awareness and requirement for
openness would suggest that the current position over confidentiality of clinical audit will no
longer be viewed as tenable.

Clinical audit is not currently common practice in child and adolescent mental health services.
Government policy now requires clinicians to develop ‘effective’ clinical audit which calls for a
systematic approach to the process. It is hoped that this book will provide a clear guide which
explains how this can be achieved.
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