
 

Avoiding Expensive Mistakes 
Small-Scale Testing to Engage Staff 
and Facilitate Change 

By Helen Kelly  

 

Improving operations can be a lonely job. In general people balk at the prospect 
of change—and many recall costly failed schemes that ended up right back at 
square one. Fortunately you can make operational improvements a productive, 
interesting engagement for yourself and for members of staff and, at the same 
time, save yourself from expensive mistakes. Start by running small scale tests 
before committing resources to solutions. 

Consider this example. Let’s say gowning takes too long, and too often people 
are slipshod. Should you send out a reminder? Retrain? Post new instructions? 
What else, why, how and at what cost? Possibilities can seem endless and 
decision criteria hard to find, but you can take control by running small scale 
experiments. This type of informal testing, often referred to as Action Research, 
is largely qualitative, so you may use a control group—or not. 

Clearly State the Problem You Want to Solve 

 Let’s continue with gowning. What is the problem? Is it time wasted, lack of 
attention or the containment consequences of gowning up incompletely? Where 
does the problem originate? Garb design? Staff attitude? Lack of attention? 
Hiring? The nature or placement of the instructions? Is the problem mostly with 
visitors or is it a problem across the board? 

Tip: Everything follows from what you define as the problem, but you don’t have 
to arrive at it alone. This is an excellent opportunity for team work. Start with 
brainstorming but park your assumptions at the door or they will show. 

Develop Some Hypotheses 

Each hypothesis is a guess about the cause of the problem and a likely fix. To 
get started, consider the elements of—and conditions likely to foster—excellent 
performance. Create some if/then hypotheses and make a guess about the 
resource requirement for each. 

Say you define the gowning problem as posted instructions. Here are some 
example hypotheses.  



 

 If I re-design the visual instructions—to be larger, in colour, in several 
languages?—more people will pay attention and also follow the 
instructions exactly. 

 If I create a video and post it on our intranet, the addition of live action and 
auditory learning to posted instructions will improve overall 
performance. 

 If we train a member of staff to guide visitors through gowning, we will 
solve the problem.  

 If I offer a one-hour training module to reinforce the gowning process and 
the consequences of sloppy gowning up—and members of staff 
themselves design the training and run it—everyone will improve 
performance. 

Tip: Trust your intuition. You may not have data to support your hunches yet you 
do have knowledge and experience to inform your judgment, which counts for a 
great deal. 

Write Down Your Prototype Experimental Method 

Continuing with the need to improve gowning… 

Let’s say you decide to test your hypothesis that redesigned visual instructions 
will improve performance. What will you change? Size? Colour? Language? 
Images? Before paying a professional to redesign the visuals, test a couple of 
changes one at a time. For example, create one set by hand in two or three 
languages, or one set with larger letters, or make a home-movie video of people 
gowning while you speak instructions. Measure response to each and decide 
whether to move from here to a full-scale test. 

If you have two locations and resources available, test in one location and leave 
the other as is; then measure outcomes in both. 

Tip: Keep to small, stepwise changes rather than comprehensive ones. 

List the Steps You Will Follow 

The rest is straightforward.  

 Design the steps and resource requirements. 
 Decide who will participate. 
 Decide how you will monitor results. 
 Run the tests. 
 Analyse results. 
 Tweak the design, test again and assess results. 
 Plan implementation. 
 Roll out the implementation. 
 Keep tweaking until the problem is solved. 



 

 

Informal testing is successful even with complex questions such as this one. Say 
waste management needs improving and there are a number of possibilities but 
all are too expensive so you need to progress stepwise. What are the possible 
solutions? Which lends itself to a stepwise approach? Where should you start? 
Should you start with a pilot? What plan is likely to help you benchmark and 
correct the course as you go along? It is difficult to subject strategic questions—
for examples, should we expand to incorporate primate research, or should we 
move to an electronic alert system—to a stepwise test. 

If you are new to Action Research, you may find it useful to set up tiny tests 
yourself about managing people or time, about communicating or other elements 
of your job that you’d like to improve. Along these lines hold regular 
conversations with your team and other managers about the results. The process 
of bringing people on board is itself an opportunity for a series of small-scale 
tests. 
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