
 

 
  

 
IHI has focused on translating innovation into results for over a decade. In 1995, 
the Institute developed the Breakthrough Series, which focused on making fast-
paced changes in areas of care with the following properties: 

 Current prevailing practice deviates from the best available scientific 
knowledge; 

 Practical advances have already been made by at least a few individual 
organizations through linking action with knowledge; and 

 Improvements would produce clearly positive results by reducing costs, 
improving outcomes, or both. 

The theoretical underpinnings were that improvement can be accelerated by 
intense focus on a specific subject matter, and by maintaining support for rapidly 
conducted, small-scale “tests of change” in Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycles. 
This results-oriented approach continues in IHI’s IMPACT Learning and 
Innovation Communities and other collaborative improvement projects.  
 

However, these collaborative improvement initiatives can only take improvement 

as far as the current state of best practices allows.  Many important problems in 

health care remain for which no best practices exist.  Innovation is required.  The 

IHI defines innovation as the process of generating new ideas and concept 

designs aimed at achieving “raise the bar” aims—dramatic improvements for 

patients beyond the best known in health care today. Identifying the best known 

performance—the bar—and then improving care to exceed this high standard, is 

the challenge.  In 1999, IHI launched a series of initiatives called “Idealized 

Design” projects. The Idealized Design™ methodology brings together 

organizations committed to comprehensive redesign in a clinical or operational 

area of heath care.  A fundamental law of improvement states that “every system 

is perfectly designed to achieve exactly the results it gets.” New levels of 

performance can be achieved only through dramatic redesign at the microsystem 

or system-wide level to enable that system to perform better in the future than the 

best it can do today. The boldness of the ultimate aim—whether it is strong 

improvement of current systems or innovation designed to create unprecedented 

performance levels—will determine, in part, the depth and breadth of the 

journey.  
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Recently, IHI has identified the need to rapidly identify specific areas of health 

care in which innovation is needed and is likely to yield results. The goal is to 

develop a much more agile and rapid approach to vetting potential new issues 

and topics. IHI now conducts at least five “90-day scans” per quarter, resulting in 

technical briefs/specifications to guide decisions regarding further work. In 

addition, IHI is developing a “distributed network” for innovation akin to 

systems pioneered by Proctor & Gamble and other companies. This will require 

investment in a broader network of faculty and technical experts, as well as 

Internet-enabled methods to disseminate technical briefs and specifications to 

harvest novel solutions for challenging health care problems. 

 


