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Defining data quality for clinical audit 

Designing audits with clear objectives, 

explicit case selection, and measurement 

matching the clinical question 

Developing data collection processes and 

tools and checking inter-rater reliability

Validating data through quality control 

and structured handling of missing or 

inconsistent records 



Data quality — What’s involved

Meaning — DataTerm

Reflect patient care exactly — no 

mistakes in interpreting or recording data

Accurate

Enable identifying exact patients correctlyAccessible

All elements needed are included — 

nothing missing

Complete

Allow meeting defined objectivesFit for 

purpose



Are of interest to staff to meet the 

objective

Relevant

Are the same no matter who collects the 

data or when a person collects the same 

data twice

Reliable

Are recorded contemporaneously with 

providing patient care and available in 

time to make safe decisions

Timely

Meaningfully represent exactly what they 

are intended to represent

Valid



Objective model

Verb  Quality focus  Subject 

The

intention

for doing

the audit

The feature/s

of quality to

be measured

in the audit

The specific care 

or service the 

audit is about

Enables the 

audit to be 

‘fit for 

purpose’

Indicates 

what is to be 

measured

Describes cases 

to be included 

and excluded

+ +



Counting 

Determine the
number of ...

Find the rate of ...

Examine ...

Evaluate…

Look at ...

Audit ...

Weak

Comparing 

Determine if ... 

Indicate the 
level of ...

Assess the 
extent to  
which ...

Better

Changing 

Increase ... 

Reduce ...

Ensure ...

Change practice 
if ...

Best

Objectives – the 3 Cs



Features of quality in an objective

Term                               Meaning

Acceptable (as 

an experience)

Accessible

Appropriate

Effective 

Efficacious

Efficient

Safe

Timely

Patient satisfaction with 

experience

Ease of getting care

Right choice of care

Right process of care

Right outcome or benefit

Least waste

Avoiding harm

Right time



Example: Clinical audit objectives

Effectiveness 

of follow up
Determine if guidelines for treating 

patients with lung cancer are being 

complied with and change practice if 

the audit reveals they are not being 

complied with

Patient 

experience

Increase the acceptability to patients 

of the nature and level of information 

provided about their condition and 

the method of providing it

Response 

time to 

referrals

Increase the timeliness of access to the 

lung cancer service for people referred 

for evaluation of symptoms



Explicit case selection — What’s involved in having the 

right cases

Assuring the right cases are selected

Defining exactly what cases are included and 

excluded 

Knowing what to do with cases to be included that

 don’t work out for some reason

Don’t confuse Exclusions from the audit 

with Exceptions for measures in the audit



what tells you if quality of care is 

being provided — what should 

happen and

the desired number or percentage 

of patients who should have 

quality care

A clinical audit measure describes:

Clinical audit measures



Cases in the audit

These cases are 

consistent with 

the clinical 

audit measure

Look further at 

these cases

If cases meet the clinical audit measure, 

there’s no need to look further



How to draw up a clinical audit measure

...  you’re looking for

...  reliably

...  that are clinically

     acceptable

...  should be thereevidence 

of quality

Decide —

What

How often

Reasons for 

missing

How to find



Evidence

of quality

of care

or service

Exceptions+

Definitions of

terms and

instructions

for data

collection

+

Measure model

Standard+
(%)



Objective model

Verb Quality focus+
Specific care

or service+

Measure model

Evidence

of quality

of care

or service

Standard+ Exceptions+
Definitions of

terms and

instructions for

data collection

+



Example: DVT – Appropriateness of investigation

Definitions and 

instructions

ExceptionScreening 

standard

Evidence of quality

of care or service

100% of 

people 

scoring 1 

on the 

Wells 

score 

The person

is/has:

A. Pregnant

B. Malignancy

C. Trauma

D. Inflammation

See D-dimer report.

D-dimer test could be 

enzyme-linked 

immunosorbent assay 

(ELISA), enzyme-linked 

immunofluorescence 

assay (ELFA), latex – 

enhanced 

immunoturbidimetric, or 

whole blood point of care.

See patient record for… 

(exceptions)

2. A person who 

scores 1 on 

the Wells 

score has

a D-dimer test



A data collection protocol is a 

description for data collectors 

and stakeholders of how a 

clinical audit design and 

measures are being 

operationalized, that is, details 

on how data for a clinical audit 

are to be collected



Data collection process

Let’s collect

data!

Case 
complies with an

 exception?

No

Case 

complies with 

  evidence of 

quality?

Yes

Note the

finding

Yes

Note the

finding

Case requires

review

No



A case complies 

with a clinical 

audit measure 

if it —

Is consistent with the evidence of quality 

or 

Is consistent with an exception

A case does not 

comply with a 

clinical audit 

measure if the 

information 

available —

Is not consistent with the evidence of 

quality 

or

Is not consistent with an exception 

or

Information is not available

Judging compliance with a clinical audit measure



Inter-rater reliability is the degree

of agreement among people 

collecting data or making 

observations on what they decide 

when collecting the same data for 

the same cases from the same data 

sources using the same data 

collection directions and same tool



Systematic bias (under-estimation) in reporting

compliance with clinical audit measures

Lack of trust in the clinical audit findings

Lack of willingness to see problems

Lack of action on problems

Without review of cases not meeting clinical audit 

measures there can be …



Exception type Example

Forgotten Patient declines treatment

Rare Exception occurs in 1 in 

100,000 cases

Complex Patient has several conditions, 

which affects treatment

State-of-the-art Evidence is not available or in  

conflict



Actual quality

Poor care           Good care

Rated as 

poor

Clinical 

exceptions

not recognized

Using explicit measures

Clinical

judgement

Rated as 

good
Using implicit measures

Explicit and implicit measures of quality



Use explicit measures

to screen all cases

Analyse problems 

to find causes ? ? ? ?

Two-stage approach

Use structured 

implicit review of 

flagged cases



A summary

Objectives

Case selection

Measures

Definitions of terms and instructions for data collection

Data collection protocol

Data collection process

Inter-rater reliability 

Preliminary and final compliance with measures

Structured review of cases not complying with measures (find 

more exceptions)

Most reliable and most valid picture of the

true quality of patient care
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