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Improving value for the care of mental health conditions in a pediatric 
emergency department. 

• Prevalence of mental health among children has been increasing overtime. 

• It is estimated that 11-20 % of children in USA suffer from a mental health disorder.

• Among children aged 3-17 years, anxiety problems affect 7.1%, behavioral or conduct problems 

affect 7.4%, and depression affects 3.2%. 
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Improving value for the care of mental health conditions in a pediatric 
emergency department. 

• Mental health crisis has led to increased visits to the emergency department.

• According to the National Hospital Ambulatory Medical Care Survey, mental health 

diagnoses accounted for 15.6% of emergency department visits by adolescents aged 12 to 

17 years in 2019, almost double the percentage in 2011 (8.6%).

• There are as many as 7.5 million ED encounters for mental health–related concerns among 

children in the United States each year.

• Pediatric hospitalizations for mental health diagnoses also increased, rising by 25.8% 

between 2009 and 2019
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emergency department. 

• Most children with acute mental health concerns do not have underlying medical etiologies that 

would warrant routine testing.

• The Pediatric Emergency Medicine Choosing Wisely campaign advises against universal routine 

testing in these patients.

Medical Clearance
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Improving value for the care of mental health 
conditions in a pediatric emergency department. 

• Nicklaus Children’s Hospital is a large freestanding children’s hospital with a dedicated 40-bed 

inpatient psychiatric unit.

• The ED sees approximately 100,000 patients annually.

• In 2023, a total of 1,419 patients presenting with mental health concerns required admission, which 

increased in 2024 to 1,718

Setting
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Improving value for the care of mental health 

conditions in a pediatric emergency department. 

• In 2022, our health system, looking to address budgetary challenges, partnered with an external 
consultant, Caldwell Butler. This firm has developed a powerful tool , the “100-Day Workout” that 
integrates Lean Six Sigma methodology to achieve rapid gains in hospital performance. The workout 
established a structure based on five characteristics: 

Focus: identification and prioritization of process to improve

Speed: in use of data for goal setting and to create department-level action plans

Inter-departmental collaboration: work between departments in the care continuum

Accountability: identify specific leader responsible for actions

Return of investment: bottom line results tracking

100-Day Workout



Improving value for the care of mental health 
conditions in a pediatric emergency department. 

• During one of the workouts, a multidisciplinary team including clinician and nursing leaders identified 

gaps and opportunities to reduce cost and improve care of patients presenting to the emergency 

department with mental health concerns.

• The team named the workout “Game Changer” 



Improving value for the care of mental health 
conditions in a pediatric emergency department. 

• Aim: to reduce low value care on patients presenting to the ED requiring admission to the psychiatry 

unit.

• Primary goal: to decrease the use of routine laboratory tests by 25% within 100 days of 

implementing a new evidence-based clinical pathway. 

• Secondary goal: to quantify the associated financial impact, comparing baseline utilization and costs 

to post-intervention metrics. 

• We used Lean Six Sigma methodology and implemented a new evidence-based pathway and order 

set.



Improving value for the care of mental health 
conditions in a pediatric emergency department. 

• Before our pathway was introduced, 96% of the patients who presented with a mental health chief 

complaint had routine laboratory tests obtained regardless of their history or physical exam findings 

to be medically cleared for admission to inpatient psychiatry

• Routine medical clearance testing included CBC, basic metabolic panel, TSH, CPK,EKG, u/a, urine 

drug screen, and UPT (if indicated)

• Patients who transferred to a psychiatric facility outside of our institution were excluded from this 

study, as other institutions in the region still require routine laboratory testing for medical clearance. 

Define
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100-Day Workout- 5-Why Analyze 
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a pediatric emergency department. 

• Under the guidance of the hospital’s Clinical Effectiveness Program, a multidisciplinary team 

developed a standardized medical screening pathway and order set.

• Subject matter experts from psychiatry, hospital medicine, and emergency medicine created a 

clinical pathway, which was implemented in November 2023. 

• The clinical pathway was uploaded to the hospital’s intranet for easy access. 

Improve
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conditions in a pediatric emergency department. 

• A total of 3171 patients met inclusion criteria.

• Pre-intervention period (Jan-Nov 2023): 942 psychiatric, with 96.4% undergoing routine CBC and 

95.6% receiving EKG.

• During the post-implementation period  (Dec 2023- June 2025), 2,229 patients were admitted to 

psychiatry. 

• Of those patients, 22.9% (n=511) had routine CBC and 18.6% (n=416) had EKG. 

100 day-workout 
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• Special cause variation (8 or more points below the centerline) was reached in both ECG and CBC 

charts, followed by a marked decrease in both tests after implementation of the clinical pathway.

• A new centerline was established for both CBC and EKG. 

• Results were sustained after the intervention. 

• All subsequent data points fall within the control limits and show no further patterns indicative of 

special cause variation, reflecting a stable and controlled process. 

Results
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• The total cost per case associated with admission to psychiatry went down by 11% to $10,874. Cost 

of hospitalization per case was $4,001 in the pre-implementation period and $3,550 in the post-

implementation period. 

• No patients were transferred from inpatient psychiatry to a medical-surgical unit in the pre- or post-

implementation period. 

• During this period, there was no difference in the number of transfers from psychiatry to the medical 

care units. This served as a balancing measure, suggesting that the intervention did not affect the 

rate of medical escalation. 

Results



Improving value for the care of mental health conditions in 
a pediatric emergency department. 

• We conducted a quality improvement project “Game Changer”, which employed a novel combination 

of QI methodologies, highlighted by the design and implementation of a clinical pathway completed 

within 100 days. 

• This initiative improved healthcare value for pediatric patients with mental health conditions admitted 

to the inpatient psychiatric unit.

• Other psychiatry facilities in the area still require “medical clearance labs”

• The approach could be replicated at other institutions in the region, and future studies may 

incorporate patient satisfaction. 

Discussion




