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“PDSA-ADHD”: A Newly Reported Syndrome
Elizabeth G. Baxley, MD, Kevin J. Bennett, PhD, Chaiporn Pumkam, MS,
Sam Crutcher, MD, and M. Garrett Helms, LISW

We present a satirical case report of a new syndrome, called “plan do study act–attention deficit hyper-
activity disorder,” or PDSA-ADHD. This syndrome is associated with the implementation of multiple si-
multaneous plan-do-study-act cycles as a quality improvement approach in a health care setting. This
case represents a clinical warning sign of quality improvement impairment and suggests a new variant
of organizational attention deficit disorder. (J Am Board Fam Med 2011;24:752–757.)
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Quality improvement (QI) has been used in health
care organizations for many years, and the science
of improvement has accelerated since the Institutes
of Medicine’s Crossing the Quality Chasm report1

and the advent of the Institute for Health Care
Improvement.2 Improvement methods, such as
project champions, rapid cycle teams, and cycles of
change, have all been adapted from industry to
health care settings.3 A key component of these
efforts is the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycle,
which is used to structure improvement activi-
ties.3–6 Once an area for improvement has been
identified, cycles of change follow four steps: (1) a
Plan for change is identified, (2) participants Do
the change, (3) outcomes are Studied, and (4) par-
ticipants Act on the results.7

The use of QI methodology in health care set-
tings has been documented, but with mixed results.
Successful QI programs have been described across
the health care spectrum,8–10 beginning with the
seminal Breakthrough Series.11 Other studies,
however, have shown that QI interventions do not
impact the measured outcomes.12,13

The successful QI and PDSA cycles have been
noted in the fields of infection control,14 diabetes
care,15 surgery,16 and mental health.17 Lipshutz et
al18 showed how PDSA cycles can be used success-
fully for critical care but noted many barriers to im-
provement, especially during the planning (P) stage of
the cycle. Others have also noted the apparent diffi-
culty for some PDSA adopters to complete their im-
provement cycles, citing factors such as leadership con-
trol, poor planning, and lack of resources.6 These mixed
results are not necessarily unexpected because of the
difficulty in implementing and assessing changes in di-
verse, uncontrolled environments.19

While using PDSA cycles in our improvement
efforts, we identified a new impairment syndrome; we
call it “Plan Do Study Act (PDSA)–Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)”. Clinically,
ADHD is associated with inattentiveness, overactiv-
ity, and impulsivity. There is evidence of this disorder
at an organizational level; organizational attention
deficit disorder (OADD) is characterized by an in-
creased likelihood of missing key information when
making decisions, diminished time for reflection,
overreliance on simple information transactions, dif-
ficulty holding others’ attention, and decreased ability
to focus when necessary.20 Our particular variant, how-
ever, has not yet been reported. In this satirical case
report we will describe PDSA-ADHD as a new variant
of OADD, review the relevant literature to support the
diagnosis, and discuss potential treatment options.

Case Reports
The Palmetto Health Family Medicine Center
(FMC) is the teaching practice for the Department
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of Family and Preventive Medicine at the Univer-
sity of South Carolina School of Medicine. In 2004,
the FMC began a period of transformation in its
processes by integrating QI principles into its clin-
ical, educational, and research missions. Teams be-
gan working on PDSA cycles targeted at clinical
and operational problems, and they were initially so
energized that they began looking for multiple
ways to change previously well-established ways of
working.

However, within 18 months, signs of impair-
ment were apparent. Initial symptoms included
multitasking on various PDSA cycles, not complet-
ing cycles, and fatigue, characterized by poor con-
centration, no real sense of success, and lack of
commitment to sustainability. These symptoms in-
creased in frequency and intensity until the FMC
began to experience failures in accomplishing the
goals of their improvement activities.

A frequent observation was that Planning was
much easier than Doing, mostly because of the
classic ADHD symptom of “start anxiety.” Im-
provement teams wanted to spend longer than nec-
essary considering every possible ramification of a
planned change to be sure it was “perfect” before
implementation. Work also suffered from the con-
stant diversion of attention from the team mem-
bers’ ongoing day-to-day operational and educa-
tional duties to the competing stimuli of more than
one performance improvement initiative being
conducted. Diversion of attention because of the
development of a new EHR template even per-
sisted for one 15-month PDSA cycle before reso-
lution. Other teams were able to move past the
Planning stage to Do a cycle because of enthusiastic
champions, the importance of the project, or staff
support and participation. However, many often
found that acquiring reliable, quantifiable data to
measure the impact of changes remained elusive
because of difficulties in obtaining accurate, com-
plete data from the electronic medical record,
which was caused by inconsistent documentation
practices by the clinical staff. This necessitated
time- and labor-intensive chart reviews to gain pro-
vider- and practice-specific quality report cards,
leading to project abandonment.

Coordination between projects was often inad-
equate, often halting progression through PDSA
cycles while at the same time creating conflicts in
resource utilization. FMC leadership was unable to
hold focus across areas in which changes were pro-

posed because of changing priorities, inability to
commit resources to projects, or inadequate assess-
ment of the time needed for project participation.
PDSA cycles were also abandoned because of un-
certainty about the plan, uncertainty about how to
assess effectiveness, or lack of agreement on dis-
semination.

Even with multiple PDSA projects in the works,
any identified operational or clinical issues that
were addressed pulled attention, time, and re-
sources away from those already in action. For
example, we identified a trend among patients with
diabetes—they did not fill prescriptions or take
their medications as instructed—and we began a
PDSA cycle to address the issue. Not only did this
cycle not progress past the Do stage because of a
lack of consensus on how to address the issue, the
team began working on another component of
blood pressure monitoring. This new PDSA cycle
involved using a reminder system to re-check blood
pressure readings that were initially high during a
visit. This, in turn, led to a discussion about devel-
oping standing orders for blood pressure monitor-
ing, which was itself abandoned because of a lack of
agreement on the key components. This succession
of initiation, halting, and abandonment essentially
resulted in a flood of incomplete PDSA cycles (see
Table 1).

Diagnosis
Feeling the unease within the system, the FMC
began to look at a differential diagnosis for its
symptoms. Options included PDSA cycle addiction
or codependency; distraction created by the nu-
merous possibilities for practice improvement; and
organizational depression with loss of concentra-
tion. These alone were insufficient to explain the
pattern of symptoms; thus we considered whether
the ailment might be explained by a known disor-
der. The core symptoms of ADHD, such as inat-
tention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity, were similar
to those experienced by the FMC: patients find it
challenging to get organized, complete tasks, or be
productive and often seem restless as they unsuc-
cessfully try to do several things at once.21 As a
result of our investigation, we devised a new diag-
nostic framework based on ADHD: the Baxley Cri-
teria, which health care systems with QI programs
may use for diagnostic consideration should they
experience similar symptoms (see Tables 2 and 3).
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Treatment
The typical management for ADHD spectrum dis-
orders is a combination of behavioral treatment
and, if appropriate, medication.22 Because we can-
not advocate for systematic medication of organi-
zational members, a focus on behavioral therapy is
offered. A goal of PDSA-ADHD therapy is to en-
courage positive behaviors (in this case, successful
completion of PDSA cycles) through a system of
motivation, positive reinforcement, and negative
consequences. The first step is to ensure proper

motivation and buy-in among PDSA cycle partici-
pants. This may take the form of a QI champion,
who provides encouragement in a specific area, or
the organization’s leadership, which provides sup-
port and time to conduct such activities. The cham-
pion should focus on maintaining motivation among
participants and minimize the effects of failures.
These failures, if not handled appropriately, could
lead to a dissipation of motivation, leading to a recur-
rence of PDSA-ADHD behaviors.

The use of behavioral modification techniques,
such as reward and consequence, are insufficient to
treat PDSA-ADHD symptoms; utility increases
when paired with other strategies, such as assign-
ment of a “coach” who meets with the group on a
regular basis. The coach should foster group ac-
countability and redirect the group members when
they become distracted. Because most of the
FMC’s problems seemed to be occurring in the Do
phase, the planning itself needs to be conducted in
a purposeful manner to insure movement to the Do
phase. A coach can hold the group to this planning
guideline by using the following framework: par-
tialize, prioritize, and plan.

Table 1. Examples of Abandoned Plan Do Study Act (PDSA) Cycles

Improvement Planned

Stage of PDSA Cycle
in Which Progress

Was Arrested Participants Involved Symptoms Experienced

Design of new DM template
for EHR

Plan Diabetes improvement team Multiple team members could not
agree on the comprehensiveness
of final template

BP medication compliance Do QI team, residents Could not determine what to do;
consensus

Pneumovax administration and
tracking

Plan QI team, one resident Not continued after resident
champion graduated

Retinal screenings for diabetics Study, Act QI team, nursing Could not determine if first cycle
worked or next plan of action

BP re-check reminder system Act QI team, one provider-nurse team Could not expand to other
providers

Advanced Access Scheduling Study Medical director, QI team Could not measure demand data
reliably; quit trying after two
attempts

Self management goal setting Act QI team, nursing Did not spread beyond two
physician/nurse teams

Microalbumin testing
reminders

Plan QI team, nursing No agreement on standard
protocol

A1c testing reminders Study QI team, nursing No follow-up data collection
BP Monitoring Standing

Orders
Plan QI team, administration, nursing Lack of consensus about roles,

duties, content
Preclinic huddle participation Act QI team, nursing Sustainability was difficult and

uneven

DM, diabetes mellitus; EHR, electronic health record; BP, blood pressure; A1c, hemoglobin; QI, quality improvement.

Table 2. Baxley Criteria for Plan Do Study Act
(PDSA)–Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

• Multiple incomplete PDSA cycles ongoing at any one time
• Doing before planning (cycle dyslexia)
• Prolonged planning with little doing (more common in

academic settings)
• A paucity of studying, resulting in insufficient acting
• Inability to complete the study of improvement cycles or

tests of change
• Greater enthusiasm for tests of change than the energy or

resources to carry them out
• High levels of fatigue among improvement team participants

and others within the organization
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Partialize
Look at the bricks, not the wall. Break down the
task to its smallest achievable components and
identify the individual steps in the process. This
provides a sense that the task can be accomplished
and team members can experience successes along
the way.

Prioritize
In what order do the individual steps above need to
accomplished? What are there the prerequisites?

Plan
A written implementation plan needs to be made,
including a responsible person(s) for each step and
a specific timeline. These should be inserted into a

calendar (eg, “I will complete this step of the pro-
cess from 1:30 to 3:30 on August 17”). Such a
specific commitment helps avoid procrastination,
bypasses the start anxiety, and minimizes distrac-
tion.

As the coach continues to meet with the group,
they can use this framework to evaluate their suc-
cess. The group will be encouraged to predict fu-
ture steps, including unanticipated events, and then
will repeat the partialize, prioritize, and plan steps
for the next phase of the project.

Throughout the implementation of the treat-
ment plan, there are important aspects to consider.
First, those in leadership positions need to be
trained to use the tools described above. Champi-
ons and other leaders should ensure that, as suc-

Table 3. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders–Like Criteria to Support the Diagnosis of Plan Do
Study Act–Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

A (either 1 or 2)
1. Inattention Six (or more) of the following symptoms of inattention have persisted for at least 6 months

to a degree that is maladaptive and inconsistent with developmental level:
a. Often introduces a PDSA cycle without adequately collecting baseline data
b. Often has difficulty completing a PDSA cycle before beginning an additional PDSA

cycle in another area
c. Unable to determine which PDSA cycle is being discussed
d. Fails to complete PDSA cycles already begun, typically omitting the Study and Act

portions.
e. Often has difficulty organizing subsequent PDSA cycles
f. Is reluctant to engage in tasks that require sustained or long-term change in behaviors

or systems
g. Frequently unable to remember who is in charge of each PDSA cycle
h. Is easily distracted by new QI ideas

2. Hyperactivity/impulsivity Six (or more) of the following symptoms of hyperactivity-impulsivity have persisted for at
least 6 months to a degree that is maladaptive and inconsistent with developmental
level:

i. Often contemplates new PDSA cycles while discussing current PDSA cycles
j. Often leaves one QI activity to participate in another (“meeting hopping”)
k. Feels restless during Study and Act phases of PDSA cycles
l. Every meeting includes at least one new PDSA cycle suggestion
m. Continuing to actively pursue QI programs and activities, even during periods of rest

(eg, holidays)
n. Often talks excessively about PDSAs and QI, regardless of context
o. Often determines the results of a PDSA cycle before complete data collection
p. Interrupting PDSA cycles (eg, a new one begins before the completion of its

predecessor)
q. Introduces interventions that interfere with existing systems and programs

B Some hyperactive-impulsive or inattentive symptoms that caused impairment were present
in early stages of organizational change activities.

C Some impairment from the symptoms is present in two or more settings (eg, front office
clinical operations, direct clinical care areas, administration, education planning).

D There must be clear evidence of clinically significant impairment in social, academic, or
occupational functioning.

PDSA, Plan Do Study Act; QI, quality improvement.
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cesses occur, they recognize and communicate
these small celebrations along the way, acknowl-
edging the individuals involved. This recognition
should occur frequently in the beginning of the
treatment plan and be conducted in an open and
public forum to maximize the impact of the positive
reinforcement. Also, the organization should con-
sider linking actual job duties, performance re-
views, or merit-based pay increases to the desired
QI activities to make the process sustainable over
time. Table 4 summarizes suggested treatment mo-
dalities for PDSA-ADHD.

Conclusion
Based on previous knowledge and our current ob-
servations, we believe that we have identified a
variant of OADD, called PDSA-ADHD, to explain
the various symptoms experienced at the FMC,
including too many PDSA cycles at various stages,
lack of follow-up on previous cycles, and chronic
fatigue resulting from a lack of success. Feedback
loops that could have been helpful were missing
because data to support decision making were in-
sufficient. Other contributors to disease progres-
sion were inadequate staffing to support QI efforts,
competing faculty and staff roles, and inability to
realistically assess the time and effort involved in
making practice-wide changes.

We believe that this is the first report describing
the PDSA-ADHD syndrome, which is likely to
become more common as the efforts to improve

health care quality and safety increase. Many health
care practices seem to have trouble initiating QI
interventions and even more trouble maintaining
them. This can result from a lack of understanding
of the rationale for the QI approach and inadequate
training about the model for improvement. Com-
placency is a frequent response when members of
the organization have seen QI projects started and
then take months or years to complete, represent-
ing a poor use of their time for no apparent im-
provement.11

We are hopeful that the proposed diagnostic
criteria of PDSA-ADHD will help those involved
in health care redesign to detect symptoms at an
early stage so that they can use the suggested ther-
apeutic activities to address the inattention, impul-
sivity, and hyperactivity that can lead to ineffective-
ness and a reduction in morale among members of
the organization. We hope that by raising aware-
ness of this newly described syndrome, others will
identify and manage it early, avoiding some of the
same problems encountered during the acute phase
of PDSA-ADHD syndrome.
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