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Abstract 

This case study examines a large-scale, cross-functional inventory management 

transformation programme delivered across multiple NHS trusts in England. Led by 

NHS Supply Chain in partnership with NHS England, GS1 UK, Scan4Safety, IT vendors, 

and clinical stakeholders, the initiative sought to address systemic inefficiencies in stock 

management, increase patient safety, and enable data-driven decision-making. The 

analysis evaluates the programme’s governance structure, collaborative design, and 

performance outcomes, including operational, financial, and clinical improvements. 

Findings indicate that the dual-team framework, co-produced delivery model, and 

capability-building mechanisms collectively enabled sustainable digital transformation 

within a complex public healthcare environment. 

Introduction 

Healthcare organisations increasingly recognise the need for integrated digital supply 

chain systems to improve operational efficiency and clinical safety. Across the NHS, 

inventory management has historically been characterised by fragmented processes, 

limited digital adaptation, and poor visibility of stock utilisation. These structural 

limitations have resulted in inefficiencies, workflow disruptions, and increased patient 

risk. The Inventory Management System programme designed by NHS Supply Chain 



 

was developed to overcome these systemic challenges through coordinated, multi-

stakeholder deployment of modern inventory management systems across 19 hospitals. 

Background 

Fragmented stock management practices, manual documentation, and inconsistent 

adherence to national data standards contributed to a lack of operational resilience 

within NHS trusts. Such conditions impeded accurate forecasting, delayed clinical 

procedures, and hindered capacity to respond to product recalls. The programme 

sought to standardise best practices by scaling local successes through a national centre 

of excellence, while embedding GS1 standards to ensure interoperability across systems 

and clinical care. 

Methods 

The programme utilised a dual-team governance model comprising an Operational 

Delivery Team—technical deployment specialists, a clinical lead with nursing expertise, 

and a change and training manager—and a Centre of Excellence featuring experts in 

supply chain optimisation, benefits realisation, inventory data standards, and data 

governance. This structure supported both strategic oversight and frontline operational 

needs. The collaborative model included NHS England, GS1 UK, Scan4Safety, IT vendors, 

and trust-level clinical, procurement, finance, and digital teams. Trusts participated 

following readiness assessments and received extensive in-theatre and workflow 

support during implementation. 

Results 

Operational outcomes demonstrated substantial improvements in real-time stock 

visibility, reduction of late cancellations, and enhanced traceability through point-of-

care scanning. Recall processes were shortened from days to hours, and trusts saved an 

average of 700 clinical hours annually. Financial outcomes included break-even by 

Quarter 1 of Year 2, average trust benefits of £2.7 million over five years, £1.3 million 

recurring benefits, and £2.8 million non-recurring savings in 2024/25. Clinical benefits 

were reflected in increased safety, improved device traceability, and reduced 

administrative burden. 

Discussion 

Findings indicate that large-scale digital transformation benefits from structured 

governance, clinical involvement, and standardised data frameworks. The dual-team 

model ensured consistency while supporting local adaptation, and clinical sponsorship 



 

drove high adoption rates. Challenges remain in scaling transformation, particularly in 

settings with variable local infrastructure and readiness. Nevertheless, the programme 

demonstrates a replicable model for future NHS-wide initiatives. 

Conclusion 

The Inventory Management System Programme represents a significant advancement 

in supply chain modernisation across the NHS. Its cross-functional, collaborative, and 

standardised approach produced measurable operational, financial, and clinical 

benefits. The programme demonstrates how digitally enabled systems, when 

implemented through multi-layered governance and co-production, contribute to a 

safer, more efficient, and data-driven healthcare system. 
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