CRITICAL EVALUATION OF THE LEEDS TEACHING HOSPITALS NHS TRUST DIGITAL IT STRATEGY 2024 - 2028

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF THE LEEDS TEACHING HOSPITALS NHS TRUST DIGITAL IT STRATEGY 2024 - 2028
The Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust is one of the largest teaching hospitals in the United Kingdom, serving as a regional and national centre for specialist treatment and treating about 1.6 million patients yearly across the Leeds community, with over 22,000 staff capacities. Due to the size and complex nature of the organisation, digital transformation is highly imperative at a large scale to support the operational efficiency, quality of care, and overall patient outcomes.
According to the statement by the Chief Digital Information Officer of the Trust, the Trust currently operate on six clinical applications, which includes the PPM+ (the Trust’s core Electronic Health Record system), eMeds, ICE, enterprise imaging, Telepath and PAS. In a bid to control the number of digital applications in use across the organisation, the Trust has put in appropriate governance in place to critically managing request for new solutions. 
This essay critically evaluates the digital transformation strategy developed by the Trust (LTHT) covering year 2024 to 2028, utilising established frameworks and guidance, including SWOT analysis, NHS Providers guidance and peer reviewed literatures on digital transformation, to ascertain the strength, weakness and validity of the strategy in line with industry standards, as well as its alignment with both organisational and national priorities.
Overall, the digital strategy clearly demonstrates an ambition to position digital as a key enabler of patient centred care and organisational efficiency, which aligns perfectly with the overarching Trust strategic objectives, as well as the wider NHS priorities, particularly with respect to digital integration and innovation.
However, despite the strong strategic vision, some gaps exist within the strategy, in that it failed to define clear execution plans for each of the highlighted objectives. 
Contrary to the NHS Providers guidance, the strategy failed to provide a clear picture in terms of delivery mechanisms, measurable outcomes, and governance processes. 
Also, the strategy did not clearly outline how change will be managed throughout the transformation journey, thus positioning the strategic as one which is either technically focused, or paying little to no attention to the very vital organisational culture and socio-technical aspect of digital transformation.
In summary, the Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust Digital IT Strategy 2024 - 2028 is conceptually robust, but lacks the operational depth, clear feedback loops, risk management strategies, and financial backing needed to sustain the change during business as usual, thus raising serious concerns around the likelihood of its sustainability on the long run.

INTRODUCTION TO LEEDS TEACHING HOSPITALS AND THE BUSINESS DRIVERS OF THE LEEDS TEACHING HOSPITALS DIGITAL IT STRATEGY 2024 - 2028
Digital transformation has become an integral part of the healthcare and a key strategic priority within the National Health Service (NHS). This recent shift has been driven by a number of factors, ranging from the increase in service demand, workforce shortages, financial constraints, as well as the need to improve patient safety and care outcomes through digital innovation (NHS England, 2019). 
The indispensable need for transition from analogue to digitally enabled care within the NHS was further reinforced by the Covid-19 pandemic which left the entire healthcare system in a state of unprecedented chaos, prompting healthcare leaders and innovators both across the United Kingdom and worldwide, to actively recognise the crucial role that digital technology can play in ensuring the continuity of efficient care delivery amidst such situation (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022)
Since then, the NHS has made considerable amount investment in terms of cash, time and human effort into digital transformation with a goal of becoming one of the world leading healthcare institutions. The NHS also developed a national digital transformation guidance and digital maturity assessment framework, the “What Good Looks Like (WGLL)”, which outlines key elements and expectations for a digitally mature organisations, cutting across leadership, infrastructure, workforce, patient engagement, and service improvement (NHS England, 2021).
In response to these national ambition and directives, the Leeds Teaching Hospitals, one of the largest NHS Trust in the United Kingdom have developed a Digital IT Strategy for the year 2024 - 2028, in a bid to position digital technologies as a key enabler of safe, efficient, and patient centred care, while also supporting research and innovation ambitions within and beyond the Trust.
Being one of the largest teaching hospitals in the country delivering both regular acute and specialist care to about 1.6 million patients per year across the Leeds community, the Leeds NHS Trust over the years have recognised digital technology and innovations as a key driver for efficient care delivery and enhanced operational efficiency (Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust, 2024).
Following critical review of the Trust’s strategic objectives, it was clear that one of the key drivers of the Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust Digital IT Strategy 2024 – 2028 is the Trust’s ambitions is to become one of the most globally renowned research and innovation driven healthcare institution. To achieve this, there is need for an enhanced capabilities in data analytics, clinical systems, and research infrastructure. 
Furthermore, the Trust faces certain level of operational challenges such as workforce shortage, increase in service demand, and financial constrain, which are the key internal drivers that has further created urgent need for robust digital architecture that has the capacity to improve the overall operational productivity of the Trust and facilitate efficient care delivery (Wachter, 2016).
Beyond these internal drivers mentioned above, the Leeds hospital digital strategy is largely influenced by the external NHS strategic direction, such as the NHS Long Term Plan which places emphasis on digitally enabled care, shift from sickness to prevention, hospital to community and integrated care delivery (NHS England, 2019). 
Furthermore, the recent increase in pressure from the Integrated Care Systems (ICS), alongside the rise in patient expectations and reliance on digital technologies has all contributed to the Trust’s urgency to embark on large scale digital transformation (NHS Providers, 2024).
According to Bharadwaj et al. (2013), an effective digital strategy should directly link organisational challenges to digital ambitions, however, while the LTHT strategy presents the key drivers for the Trust digital ambitions, it failed to explicitly articulate them, thus making it difficult to clearly justify the Trust’s digital priorities for investments and the potential trade-offs. 























TECHNOLOGY AND DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION ACROSS LEEDS TEACHING HOSPITALS NHS TRUST

Fig 1.0: The current technology status of LTHT

The Current Technology Status of The Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust
Being one of the largest NHS Teaching Hospitals in the United Kingdom with about four major branches, providing both regular acute and specialist care to the entire Leeds community, The LTHT currently operates a complex digital ecosystem supporting large-scale healthcare delivery services. Within the LTHT, there are a number of digital systems, technical infrastructures and data standards that are being used to support the delivery of both clinical and operational services (Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust, 2024).
The core digital system currently in use within the Trust is the PPM+, an electronic health record system which clinicians uses to manage patient health information, daily clinical workflows and operational activities. Although the PPM+ stands as the primary clinical system for the organisation, it is supported by some other clinical systems and applications such as the ICE, PAS, eMeds, Enterprise imaging and others, which facilitate patient admission, imaging, diagnostics, prescribing and administrative activities, where needed.  
As a requirement of NHS from all provider organisations, with the Leeds Teaching Hospital NHS Trust not being an exception, the Trust currently operates on standardised clinical terminologies like the SNOMED CT and dm+d, which ensures consistency, facilitate interoperability, and promote accurate clinical coding operations (NHS England, 2019). 
It was noted that the LTHT strategy both recognised and emphasised the importance of data as a strategic asset, while also admitting the importance of having quality data and robust governance to support their usage, however there was no sufficient information to establish how robust these standards were embedded within the Trust.
On the aspect of digital infrastructure, the Trust mentioned that they have core digital components such as network services, data storage platform, and other forms of relevant hardware, which were said to be efficient, secure and safe, and enough to support core clinical operations across the Trust. According to Wachter (2016), an organisational infrastructural efficiency is evidenced through the extent of system uptime over time, ability to maintain continuous clinical and operational service delivery with minimal or no interruption, and the overall system resilience. In line with this, the LTHT have made significant effort towards investing robust infrastructural capacity to ensuring patient safety and to maintain uninterrupted operations. 
In line with the wider NHS digital ambition to standardise and reduce system fragmentation, (NHS England, 2019), the LTHT have emphasised ongoing effort to centralise the Trust digital infrastructure in attempt to enhance the overall efficiency and smooth integration as shown in Fig 1.0 above. 
Across many NHS organisations, interoperability which is of the key component of a successful digital transformation remains a major challenge, especially where certain legacy systems exist (Wachter, 2016). One of the ambitions of the Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust is to improve the ability of the PPM+, which is their core system to smoothly integrate with other supporting digital systems and applications, in order to facilitate sharing of patient data and transfer of care between hospitals. 
Finally, in the aspect of data and analytics, the LTHT have shown a great interest in using data for informed operational and strategic decision-making, which aligns with Bharadwaj et al., (2013)’s emphasis that a successful healthcare organisation is one which operates on a data driven clinical and operational decisions. Although the current status of this element was not explicitly defined in the strategy.

Key Aims, Principles and Programmes of the LTHT Digital Strategy 2024 - 2028 
The Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust Digital IT Strategy 2024 - 2028 represents an ambitious vision to position digital technology as a key enabler for safe and efficient care delivery across the organisation.
In addition to the pre-existing digital landscape within the organisation, the LTHT digital strategy 2024 – 2028 sets out a clear vision to enable excellent, safe and integrated patient-centred care delivery across the Trust through digital technologies. This vision positions digital as a key enabler of clinical services and enhanced organisational performance.
The strategy is driven some key principles which include ensuring that digital systems within the Trust are safe, reliable and capable of supporting quality data utilization. The aim of the Trust also includes enhanced research and innovation, workforce empowerment and above all, patient-centred care.
In summary, the aim and objective of the Trust digital transformation programme centres around six vital areas. These includes:
· People: To create and develop a digitally competent workforce across the Trust in attempt to improve the overall staff experience and quality of care through the use of digital technologies.
· Process: To improve the clinical workflow and service delivery by the investing in robust and efficient technology and innovations. 
· Infrastructure: To provide digital infrastructure that are durable, scalable, interoperable and secure enough to support the Trust’s digital systems.
· Innovation: To actively invest into research and innovation, as well as partnership in order to facilitate scalability and digital adoption.
· Data: To enhance the data and analytics consumption and promote continuous improvement through data driven decisions.
· Applications: To enhance interoperability and integration of clinical systems across the Trust.
These reflects the Trust commitment to successful large scale digital transformation, and also conforms with the Westerman et al., (2014) recommendations, which emphasised that for an organisational digital transformation and digital implementation programme to succeed, the strategy must align with the technology, people and processes within the organisation.
















STRATEGIC ANALYSIS OF THE LEEDS TEACHING HOSPITALS DIGITAL IT STRATEGY 2024 - 2028 
This paper will critically and strategically analyse The Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust Digital IT Strategy 2024 - 2028 using a combination of structured approach and tools, such as the SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) analysis frameworks, the NHS Providers guide “Building a digital strategy” and the Kotter’s change management model, alongside some peer reviewed literatures. 
The evaluation will focus on assessing some key aspects of the strategy in line with the NHS Providers “Building a digital strategy” guidance, to explore areas such as the clarity of the organisational mission, drivers for the strategy, its alignment of the strategy with the overall organisational objectives, service mapping of the current state, tangible actions and execution plans, change management approach, feedback loop for monitoring progress and achievability, timeframe for the implementation of the strategy, prioritisation and trade-offs, risk consideration and risk management plan, funding capacity and sustainability of transformation in business as usual, interdependencies, adaptability and overall resilience of the ambition (Greenhalgh et al., 2017). 
Strategic Analysis Using the SWOT Framework
The SWOT analysis is a strategic framework used to identify elements of strength, weakness, opportunity, and threats surrounding a digital transformation ambition or the digital strategy of an organisation. The SWOT analysis is usually carried out to make an organization aware of the potential forces that increases its chances of success, as well as those that could potentially impact its future success, thus helping the organisation to improve its decision making and readiness for change (AHRQ, 2023)
Fig 2.0: High-level SWOT Analysis of the LTH Digital Strategy

Following careful analysis of Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust Digital IT Strategy 2024 – 2028 as represented by Fig 2.0, it was found that the strategy strongly aligns with the overarching LTHT organisational mission and strategic priorities, with emphasis on patient-centred care, workforce empowerment, research and innovation, which position the strategy at a vantage point for leadership buying and support from staff.  However, on the other hand, some the weakness of the strategy is the lacks of detailed implementation plan, clear measurable outcomes or KPIs, as well as absence of change and risk management structure, hence, making the actual success of the strategy questionable (Kotter, 1996; Vial, 2019).
Despite the above-mentioned weaknesses, the strategy still stands a great opportunity for success given the current NHS plans to expand digital health technologies (AI, analytics, telehealth), which could potentially result in availability of more funds and allocation workforce to digital programmes and implementation of digital strategy, but attention need to be paid to potential threats like cyber-attack and rapid changes in both technological ecosystem and the NHS priorities. 


Strategic Analysis of the LTHT Digital IT Strategy 2024 - 2028 Using the NHS Providers “Building a Digital Strategy (2024)” guidance. 
The NHS Providers “Building a Digital Strategy (2024)” guidance is one of the leading digital assessment frameworks that was developed a combination of NHS digital and executive leaders to guide organisation through their digital transformation journey. Unlike other digital maturity assessment tools and framework, the NHS Providers guidance is particularly suitable for this evaluation being that the framework was built with NHS at heart, which best suits the LTHT context. 
Overall, The Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust Digital IT Strategy 2024 - 2028 demonstrates good alignment with the overarching Trust strategic mission, hence positioning digital as a key enabler for the delivery of efficient care. According to Bharadwaj et al. (2013), a good digital strategy and digital transformation ambition must be treated as an integral part of the organisational mission rather than a standalone initiative. As such, the alignment of the LTHT Digital IT Strategy with the overall ambition of the Trust reflects best practice, even though the implementation plan for the digital missions were not explicitly defined in the strategy.
Alignment of the strategy with the wider organisational strategic objectives is one of the notable strengths of the document, and this aligns with NHS Providers (2024) guidance, which emphasised the importance of integrating digital initiatives with the organisational wide strategic ambition.
One of the key recommendations of the NHS provider guidance is setting “realistic” goal. The strategy clearly indicated the timeframe (2024-2028) for which the strategy will be implemented. The strategy aims to run over a period of four years, bearing in mind that the digital and technological landscape is rapidly evolving. 
On one hand, a digital strategy over shorter term period, less than 4 years, may struggle to realistically achieve its full objectives, as digital transformation in complex environment like the healthcare often takes longer to be successful embedded. 
While on the other hand, a strategy covering longer term beyond 5 years may equally become obsolete before the full realisation of the set objective due to the rapid evolution of digital technologies. Therefore, the strategy is also in line with best practices and conforms to the recommendations of the NHS providers guidance (NHS Providers, 2024). 
A vital aspect that was missing from the strategy is the lack of clear prioritisation of objective according to the NHS Providers guidance recommendation “focused”. While a number of objectives were outlined in the strategy, there was no explicit indication of which goals were of high priorities and should be delivered first or which should be traded-off. Kane et al., (2015) opined that a digital strategy of this nature can be particularly problematic especially in resource constrained environments like the NHS. 
Another significant weakness of the LTHT Digital IT strategy is the lack of change management consideration, which very critical, especially in a complex environment like the Leeds NHS Trust. Successful digital transformation requires a socio-technical approach rather than mere technical consideration. This often requires considerable amount of effort and time in order to over resistance to change and achieve both individual behavioural and organisational cultural change. According to the NHS Providers guidance, it was recommended that the strategy and its implementation must be “user centred” by addressing the needs of the patients and staff, as well as “useful to the team” by providing them with adequate guidance and opportunity to make informed decisions. 
While Kotter, (1996) and Vial, (2019) emphasised that formal change management approaches is critical to the success of a digital transformation, the Leeds NHS Trust digital strategy failed to clearly outline how change will be managed throughout the transformation journey, thus positioning the strategic as one which is either technically focused, or paying little to no attention to the very vital cultural and socio-technical aspect of digital transformation. (Sittig and Singh, 2022). If change and human factor aspect of the transformation is not well planned and managed accordingly, even the most ambitious digital strategy becomes a mere wish and risks implementation failure. 
Additionally, the absence of clear feedback mechanism, as well as the lack of performance monitoring structure puts the Trust at difficult position in terms of accessing the progress of the implementation. In line with NHS Providers, (2024), an effective digital strategy must have a clear and robust evaluation mechanisms to facilitate progress monitoring and continuous quality improvement. With this important driving element missing from the strategy, the entire digital ambition of the Trust would struggle to achieve success envisaged.
In addition to the weaknesses noted above, risk and issues management were equally given little to consideration in the strategy. In non-linear environment like the healthcare, risks are sometimes inevitable and have a robust risk management framework in place is very essential to the success of digital transformation project (Cresswell, K. and Sheikh, A., 2013).   
It was noted that the LTHT Digital IT strategy failed to outline the approaches and structure that the Trust has or will deploy to proactively identify and manage risks as they surface along the implementation. The outcome of Wachter (2016) review of the National Programme for IT showed the although the government had a massive ambition to transform the NHS and healthcare delivery across the country through the use of digital technology, the initiative faced a lot of challenges and eventually failed due to the fact that the impact of risks of the success of the transformation was undermined by the stakeholders, with little to no plans put in place to capture any potential threat early enough in the project journey. 
Lastly, while The Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust Digital IT Strategy 2024 - 2028 acknowledged partnership and collaboration with regional and wider organisations, it failed to consider the potential impact that failures or successes in either of the individual partnership organisation could have on its own success. The NHS is generally considered to be an unstable system, as we have witnessed recent changes in Integrated Care Systems, as well as merging of some NHS Trusts. This puts the strategy at a very disadvantage position, as these changes could have significant impact on the overall implementation of the strategy.

Conclusion 
The LTHT Digital IT Strategy 2024 - 2028 presents a clear and ambitious vision for a large-scale digital transformation and to position digital technology as key enabler for efficient healthcare delivery across the Trust and it demonstrates strong alignment with overarching organisational strategic objective which would is likely to increase its chances of support and overall success.
However, the strategy remains more of aspirational rather than factual and lacks the key details with respect to implementation plan, key performance indicators, change management, prioritisation and trade-offs, as well as risk management.
The strategy would need to explicitly outline key actions and delivery plans, as well as risk response and mitigation plans in order to guarantee its successful.
In summary, despite the strategy presentation visionary ambitions, that align with both the local and wider NHS priorities, its success is largely dependent on the implementation and change management approach adopted by the Trust.
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Strenghts





Weaknesses





Threats


Opportunities


Investment in research and innovation





There is emphasis on patient-centred care and innovation 


It recognises digital as a strategic enabler for efficient care delivery


There are no clear measurable outcomes or KPIs in the strategy 


Poor attention given to change management 


There was little to no consideration given to risk and risk management


NHS goal to expand digital health technologies (AI, analytics, telehealth) 


Integration with ICS and partner organisations


The strategy lacks detailed implementation roadmap and plan


The current digital maturity was not mapped 


Improving patient engagement in their care through digital technologies e.g NHS App


Financial constraints for sustainability during business as usual 


Rapid changes in technological ecosystem and the NHS priorities


Cyber threats and data breaches 


 Resistance to change from staff and patients (users)


 The strategy strongly aligns with the LTH organisational mission and strategic priorities


It covers the broad organisational digital domains (infrastructure, data, applications) 



High quality care


Support and develop our people


Continuoous innovation and research


Intergrated partnership


