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Background
Quality improvement approaches are traditionally deficit based – they focus on learning from poor quality care
and past harms. In contrast, the positive deviance approach identifies and learns from those who demonstrate
exceptionally high performance. The approach assumes that solution to problems already exist within
communities. ‘Positive deviants’ identify these solutions and succeed despite facing the same constraints as
others.
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Over the past three years the Yorkshire Quality and Safety team (YQSR) at the Bradford Institute for Health
Research (BIHR) have been conducting high quality, rigorous research to develop the methods for positive
deviance and to explore how exceptionally high quality safe care is delivered within various clinical settings.
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As part of this work Ruth Baxter and Rebecca Lawton have been collaborating with Robbie Foy and staff from
the NIHR funded programme, Action to Support Practices Implementing Research Evidence (ASPIRE) to apply
the positive deviance approach within primary care. Positively deviant general practices that deliver
exceptionally high quality, evidence based care have been identified within West Yorkshire. Ruth has
conducted staff interviews and observation within two of these exceptional practices to explore how their
teams succeed. However, to generate robust hypotheses about the positively deviant structures, processes
and behaviours that facilitate exceptionally high quality care, further qualitative data are required from a
larger and more varied sample.

Across England the Care Quality Commission (CQC) inspect and rate all NHS general practices as either
outstanding, good, requires improvement, or inadequate. ‘Outstanding’ practices are considered to be positive
deviants – compared to others they successfully deliver exceptionally high quality patient care. CQC
inspections reports are publically available and contain information about how ‘outstanding’ CQC ratings are
achieved. Furthermore, CQC inspectors have intrinsic knowledge about how teams within outstanding general
practices deliver exceptionally high quality care. We plan to use the RCF funding to cover the time of existing
research staff, to explore these information sources further with a view to submitting an NIHR HS&DR bid.

Aims and objectives
Through this funding we aim to generate additional knowledge about the positively deviant practices that
facilitate high quality, ‘outstanding’ patient care. RCF funding would be used to:

1. Conduct a thematic analysis of secondary data extracted from the CQC inspection reports of outstanding
general practices. Analysis will explore common structures, processes and behaviours that facilitate the
delivery of ‘outstanding’ patient care.

2. Undertake semi-structured interviews with CQC inspectors (n=15-20) to explore their perceptions of how
teams within positively deviant practices deliver outstanding patient care.

3. Analyse interview data to develop hypotheses about how teams within positively deviant practices deliver
‘outstanding’ patient care.

4. Combine findings from this research and Ruth Baxter’s PhD study to generate robust hypotheses about
how positively deviant general practices succeed. A grant application will be prepared to develop and test
these positively deviant hypotheses. We envisage that this would be submitted to HS&DR.
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