
● Clinical audit is a quality improvement process that aims to improve
patient care and outcomes by carrying out a systematic review and
implementing change. Aspects of patient care – including structure,
processes and outcomes – are selected and evaluated against explicit
criteria and, where necessary, changes are implemented at an individual,
team or service level. Further monitoring can then be used to confirm
the improvements in healthcare delivery. This definition is endorsed by
the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE).

● Clinical audit provides the framework to improve the quality of patient
care in a collaborative and systematic way, as outlined in current NHS
policy statements.

● The report of the public inquiry into children’s heart surgery at the
Bristol Royal Infirmary 1984–1995 (2001) highlights the importance of
clinical audit.

● Clinical governance presents a new challenge – to take audit ‘at its best’
and incorporate it within organisation-wide approaches to quality (see
What is clinical governance?).

● Topics for audit projects should reflect national and/or local targets; for
example, in cancer services, coronary care or mental health. Projects
may also need to focus on the implementation of National Service
Frameworks (NSFs), Health Improvement and Modernisation Plans
(HIMPs) or NICE guidelines and appraisals.

● Clinical audit has a mixed history in the NHS. For it to become an
important component in the management of health services, a change
needs to take place in the standing of audit programmes. Audit can no
longer be seen as a fringe activity for enthusiasts within clinical
governance. Instead, the NHS needs to make a commitment to support
audit as a mainstream activity.

● Clinical audit, when it is conducted well, provides a way in which
the quality of care can be reviewed objectively, within an approach
which is supportive and developmental.

 1 

Volume 4, number 1

What is 
clinical audit?

www.whatisseries.co.uk

What is...? series

Tracey Jones MSc

Clinical Audit and 
Effectiveness 
Manager, North 
Bristol NHS Trust

Simon Cawthorn 
BSc MBBS MS FRCS

Consultant Surgical 
Oncologist, North 
Bristol NHS Trust

?



Published by Hayward Medical
Communications, a division of
Hayward Group plc.
www.hayward.co.uk
‘What is ...’ is a Hayward
Group plc publication.
Copyright © Hayward Group plc.
All rights reserved.

This publication, along with
the others in the series, is
available on the internet at
www.whatisseries.co.uk
The data, opinions and statements
appearing in the article(s) herein
are those of the contributor(s)
concerned. Accordingly, the
sponsor and publisher, and their
respective employees, officers
and agents, accept no liability
for the consequences of any such
inaccurate or misleading data,
opinion or statement.

To access the full text version of this publication
and the other titles in this series go to:

www.whatisseries.co.uk

■ What is evidence-based medicine? 
■ What is an NNT? 
■ What is cost-effectiveness? 
■ What are health utilities? 
■ What is a systematic review? 
■ What is a QALY? 
■ Implementing NNTs 
■ What is meta-analysis? 
■ What is quality of life? 
■ What is a Cox model? 
■ What makes a good clinical guideline? 
■ What is clinical governance? 
■ Implementing QALYs 
■ What is critical appraisal? 
■ What is an integrated care pathway? 
■ What are confidence intervals? 
■ What is NICE? 
■ What is clinical audit? 
■ What is PBMA? 
■ Implementing PBMA 
■ What is health economics?

© Hayward Medical Communications, a division of Hayward Group plc




