
PDSA: Plan-Do-Study-Act Instruction Guide 
 

Why would I use this tool? 

PDSA is the action component of the Model for Improvement and is a fundamental tool in quality 
improvement work.  

PDSA allows the team to create new knowledge by conducting small tests of change with a minimum of 
risk and builds confidence in the impact of the changes proposed. Ideas with positive impact can be 
continued on a larger scale (PDSA ramps) to implementation while ideas that do not have a positive 
impact are discontinued. PDSA can be used effectively to engage staff who may be reluctant to change.  

How do I use this tool? 

PDSAs are carried out in a step-by-step process to build knowledge and create sustainable change.  

Step 1: Plan  
• Be specific about the aim of the test.  
• Make predictions about what will happen and why, as this reflect beliefs about the operation 

of your system.  
• Answer Who? When? Where? questions specifically, and include a data collection plan.  

 
Step 2: Do  

• Carry out the test.  
• Document the outcome of the test and other observations, positive and negative.  

 
Step 3: Study 

• Analyze the data.  
• Compare the data to your predictions. 
• Discuss what has been learned. 
 

Step 4: Act 
 

• Depending upon the results, decide whether to adapt, adopt or abandon the next test.  
• Start to prepare for the next PDSA cycle.  

What do I need to use this tool?  

 

 

 

 

Materials 
• PDSA 

Template 1or 
2 

• Pen/pencil  

Setup 
Can be done as 
a team or by an 
individual.  

Timing 
PDSA can be done fairly quickly if you are clear on what 
you are trying to accomplish.  
Tests of change can take an hour, a shift, or a day, 
depending upon the frequency of the change being tested.  



What tips and tricks will be useful in facilitating this tool? 

Always complete the test in writing, including your predictions; this gives the tool structure, 
encourages thoughtfulness and increase the chance of success, especially when developing a 
change.  
 
If the Improvement Team members seem to be stuck on a single idea to test, use a creativity tool or a 
concept fan to move them beyond this stage.  
 
PDSA test cycles are best performed on a small scale—if you’re thinking “all” patients, think one or 
two patients. If you’re thinking “all” staff, think one staff member. If you’re thinking months, think 
weeks or days. 
 
Although it is ideal to work with willing participants in carrying out tests, this approach can also work 
to create willingness to try something new when there is reluctance to change.  
 
The PDSA scale should be determined by the team based on:  

• Confidence that the change will result in an improvement, and  
• The readiness of staff to accept the change.  

Small tests are rarely stand alone; therefore, you should start to prepare the next test based upon your 
predictions. Often a change idea will go through multiple PDSA cycles as data is collected and the 
idea is refined (this is called a PDSA ramp); large-scale tests of change may require multiple 
concurrent PDSA ramps before implementation.  

Adapted from http://www.hqontario.ca/portals/0/Documents/qi/rf-document-pdsa-cycles1-en.pdf 

 


