Creating an Uninterrupted Environment at Mealtimes.
Context
As part of Newham University Hospital NHS Trust’s (NUHT) initiatives to improve quality and in line with the Essence of Care Nutrition Benchmark, the Trust implemented ‘Protected mealtimes’ and the ‘Red Tray’ system within the Medical, Elderly Care and Women and Family health directorates in May 2006.  

The Essence of Care Lead Nurse set up comparison groups with identified link nurses for each ward.  Nutrition was benchmark and the results showed that patients were not happy with the nutrition provided at that time. 

My involvement

The Essence of Care Implementation Group was created where the Dietitians, Head of Catering and the Matrons were invited to discuss and plan the moves forward on this initiative.  Action plans were created, one of the actions agreed was the implementation of the Protected Mealtime initiative, along with ‘Red Trays’ and various plans to create a varied menu and choice and substitute meals.
Prior to commencing the ‘Protected Mealtimes’ the patient comment cards and the Essence of Care patient questionnaires  identified that patients were often disturbed during their meals.  Caroline Lecko was invited by the Matron for Medicine to discuss the Protected Mealtime initiative.  With the use of CD ROMs provided by Caroline, training was given to the ward managers on how to implement the Protected Mealtimes.  
This initiative is backed up by the creation of the Nutrition Standard written by the Essence of Care Lead Nurse and rolled out across the Trust in May 2006.  The Essence of Care Lead Nurse also held six monthly awareness sessions and ensured through the monthly ward Essence of Care group meetings that the Standards were being implemented and adhered to.  
To continue to raise awareness, Doctors were involved in the training and it has been further reinforced recently that every intake of new doctors are seen either by the Essence of Care Lead Nurse or the Matron for Surgery at induction to discuss the protected Mealtimes.  All new nursing and midwifery staff and Students are informed of the initiative by the Essence of Care Lead nurse at their induction and on their study days.  
The Essence of Care Lead Nurse holds the bimonthly Link Nurse meeting where any issues with the implementation are discussed.  This information is then fed back to the Nursing and Midwifery Advisory Committee meeting which is held every month and chaired by the Director of Nursing.   Protected Mealtime signs were designed and placed on each ward’s entrance door to remind visitors of the practice of Protected Mealtimes.
What worked
Having completed the base line assessment and being able to identify that patients were not happy with the nutritional service.  Having a forum such as the Essence of Care Implementation Group meeting and the Nursing and Midwifery Advisory Committee meetings where feedback could be given and received from key players such as the Director of Nursing and the Assistant Director of Nursing for Quality as well as the Dietitian, Head of Catering, and the matrons.    
Being able to discuss with all new staff and student nurses about the initiative and finding out from the students whether it was working or not.  Having the Essence of Care Standard in place and giving the responsibility of its implementation and awareness on each ward to the Essence of Care link Nurse for that ward.  Six monthly audit is essential to determine whether the initiative is still being implemented and what the patients think of it.

Patient Experience   
We recently carried out an audit in January 2007 on the implementation of the practice of protected mealtimes.  The majority of patients identified that they are not disturbed while eating, that the food has improved over recent years and that they had a lot of choice.  
Take home message
All healthcare professionals welcomed the initiative.  Only occasionally did the medics have trouble abiding by the system.  Junior nurses experienced their role as patient advocate develop when they had to remind other healthcare professionals and visitors of the rule.  
Initially enforcing the rule with visitors was difficult.  Ensuring that the ward nurses kept to the same rule was difficult to begin with, as nurses did not like to turn visitors away if they had traveled a long way.   To overcome this visitors are given an exact time to return, within an hour of the meals being served, this is also written on the protected mealtime sign on the door.  
Fortunately with all the new buildings there are three areas in which to eat and drink so visitors are directed to those areas.  Families are also informed on admission of the practice of Protected Mealtimes and that visitors can only come in at those times if their relative requires assistance with feeding.    
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