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CONTRIBUTION OF THE PAPER

What is already known about the topic

Sustaining healthcare improvements is desired, but difficult to achieve in practice.

Conceptualizations of sustainability and related factors vary according to the nature of the 

innovation, setting, and level of the system. 

Best practice guidelines were developed to increase use of best evidence in practice and to 

improve quality and safety of care. Although there is some knowledge about the complex 

process of guideline implementation in nursing, there is little understanding of how 

guideline-based practice improvements are sustained over the long-term.

What this paper adds

The focus of sustainability of a guideline program at the inpatient unit level of an acute 

healthcare centre was on the continuation of guideline-related practice improvements. For 

units with higher levels of sustained improvements, long-term program sustainability was 

characterized by three elements: benefits, routinization, and development. 

Key factors that influenced long-term program sustainability included: perceptions of 

advantages, collaboration, accountability, staffing, linked levels of leadership, attributes of 

formal unit leadership, and leaders’ use of sustainability activities.

The persistent and adaptive orchestration of sustainability-oriented activities by formal unit 

leadership teams was necessary for maintaining the program over the long-term. Of essence 

was their influence on the development of unit capacity in response to changing 

circumstances.
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