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Results Based Accountability in Practice: Northern Ireland 
 
South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust is a large, complex integrated organisation, providing acute hospital 
services, community health and social services. It employs more than 10,000 staff who work to deliver safe, 
high quality and compassionate care for a population of approximately 354,500 people with a budget of 
almost £500million. The Trust covers the local government districts of Ards, North Down, Down and Lisburn.  
 
National Children’s Bureau helped the South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust drive forward the planning 
and delivery of health and social care using the Outcomes Based Accountability (OBA) model.  
 
The challenge  
The central aim of the Programme for Government (PfG) is to improve wellbeing for all. The PfG asserts that 
citizens should lead long, healthy and active lives through prevention and early intervention, improving access 
to health and social care services, tackling health inequalities and delivering better outcomes from the 
investment in health and social care. To achieve this the health service in Northern Ireland needs to undergo 
the most radical and fundamental transformation since its foundation in 1948. The challenge therefore was 
to assist the Trust as it set about adopting OBA methodology in order to progress on its transformation agenda.  
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The impact of OBA on working practices  
 

Enabling a collaborative and inclusive approach  

 OBA has facilitated partnership working within the Trust and enhanced collaboration between the 
Trust and external partners. The use of simple language and step-by- step processes has enabled 
partners to identify actions and priority areas therefore getting from talk to action quickly.  

 Turning the Curve thinking has allowed staff within and across various Directorates of the Trust to 
come together with a common purpose to collectively identify outcomes and indicators and to see 
how these align with wider agendas for change in Northern Ireland such as PfG.  

 

Supporting a vibrant workforce  

 The OBA framework motivates staff as they can see the impact of their own practice. Working with 
data and giving staff the time and space to consider the story behind the data helps them think and 
understand their individual and collective contribution to improving outcomes.  

 The Trust is piloting the use of OBA as part of staff performance appraisals, which now incorporates 
the OBA question relating to ‘Is anyone better off?’ This helps to review and recognise the contribution 
that staff are making to outcomes.  

 

Promoting data driven decision-making  

 The Trust is now using data more meaningfully to improve service delivery and planning.  

 The Trust is using available and reliable data to evidence impact and building confidence in the use 
and interrogation of data. In instances where gaps in information have been identified, systems and 
processes are being developed to address these.  

 

Ingredients for success: learnings for others  
Key lessons, recounted by the Trust, to aid the implementation of OBA include:  
 

Having strong leadership  

 Strong, visionary leadership and support from Directors and Heads of Service underpinned the process 
of implementing OBA.  

 Multi-layered leadership is important, achieved by empowering all staff to adopt an OBA approach 
and to understand how their own practice contributes to the wider Directorate, Trust and PfG 
outcomes.  

 

Challenging organisational culture  

 Recognising that the adoption of OBA is a cultural and an organisational change process, requiring the 
necessary time and resources to implement.  

 A changing culture in terms of system change, for example the type and level of data collated and 
interrogated. In many instances this involves changing systems in order to address data gaps, which 
can be challenging, time-consuming and resource intensive. However investment in this stage will 
create a better means of demonstrating what works and the impact of services on users.  

 

Getting the right external support  

 The Trust greatly welcomed the external support provided by NCB. Fundamental to the process was 
the independent voice, challenge function and expertise that NCB brought to nurture the process of 
transformation.  

 NCB challenged the Trust to think differently and helped to push boundaries in the development of 
outcomes, indicators, action plans and service performance measures.  

 Having a tailored package of training and implementation support, provided by NCB, proved to be of 
great benefit to the Trust in the implementation of OBA. NCB helped to inspire and motivate staff to 
embrace change as a means of improving practice and ultimately outcomes.  
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 Having one external provider supporting various Directorates across the Trust has helped to cement 
a common and consistent adoption of OBA.  

 

Embracing partnership working  

 The Trust emphasised the importance of dedicating sufficient time and involving as many partners as 
possible throughout the process, for example in the Turning The Curve workshops to support shared 
ownership of the approach.  

 

Engaging staff  

 It is important to gain the buy-in of the Senior Management Team and Executive and Non-Executive 
Directors of the Trust, particularly at the outset of the OBA journey to gain the level of support 
required to aid implementation, mainstreaming and sustainability of the approach.  

 To listen to and engage staff on an ongoing basis is considered one of the key success factors in the 
adoption of an OBA approach. Investing in their training and development and to ensure thereis a 
common understanding of the OBA language.  

 

Understanding the long-term commitment involved  

 While OBA can appear initially to be a simple approach for focusing on outcomes, fuller engagement 
with the approach showed that it is complex. Consequently, it is evident that in adopting OBA, time is 
needed to understand fully the concepts and terminology and to ensure these are mutually 
understood.  

 OBA performance accountability is regarded as being easier to implement than population 
accountability, as it focuses on services delivered. However, population accountability is a much more 
strategic and longer-term commitment that requires service delivery teams and senior leaders in the 
Trust to move beyond their own services and directorates, out  

 of silos and engage in collaborative work with other organisations and agencies who have a role to 
play in improving people’s health and well-being. The Trust recognises the importance and long term 
nature of this more strategic work and is on a journey towards achieving better outcomes at a wider 
population level.  

 It is important to recognise the need for a transition period in the short to medium term to allow for 
internal and external processes to align. The Trust has created a full-time post to support the 
implementation of OBA, to include the development of report cards. Having a dedicated resource 
highlights the commitment made by the Trust to the process. This dedicated resource will also provide 
a further champion to encourage the wider rollout of OBA across all Directorates. The Trust has also 
created and supported a number of OBA champions across Directorates to help drive forward the new 
way of working.  

 

Sustaining the change 

 The Trust is committed to implementing OBA across all Directorates, providing the relevant training 
and support. The Trust appreciates that it is an ongoing process, requiring time and resources to 
transform ways of working leading to improved services and enhanced outcomes.  

 An important next step is embedding OBA into the commissioning of services, achieved by identifying 
what works and how to evidence outcomes.  

 Full implementation will occur when this new way of working becomes ‘the norm’, when practitioners, 
commissioners and senior managers are all using the Turning the Curve approach, working with 
partners to plan and improve services for people in the area.  

 
Selected extracts from: National Children’s Bureau (2018) Putting Outcomes Based Accountability into 
Practice: How NCB is helping the South Eastern Health and Social Care Trust to deliver better outcomes 
available at https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/SEHSCTcasestudy.pdf  

https://www.ncb.org.uk/sites/default/files/field/attachment/SEHSCTcasestudy.pdf

