


INTERACTION DESIGN

Relay: shift handoff for hospital nursing

units

Every twelve hours a nurse hands off six to eight patients. What the outgoing nurse

knows and doesn't say becomes information the incoming nurse doesn't have.

The unit already had software for this. Nobody used it. They used paper, folded into a

scrub pocket, thrown away at the end of the shift.

I was brought in to improve the handoff form. That brief was the problem. Median

observed handoff: 94 seconds, standing, one-handed, in a corridor. Nurses did not object

to the handoff - they objected to transcribing it. 'I already said all of this out loud

to the person standing in front of me. Now I have to type it again for the computer.'

So: stop designing a form. Design the conversation, and let the record fall out of it.
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WHAT I'D DO DIFFERENTLY

What I'd do differently.

I designed for the outgoing nurse for too long. The first three months optimised the

capture - making it fast and cheap to GIVE a handoff. But the value of a handoff accrues

entirely to the person RECEIVING it, and I didn't seriously design that until a nurse

said, flatly, 'this is great for the person leaving.'

And I would test the parse across accents on day one, not month four. I found a fairness

problem late, and only because we went looking. If we hadn't, we'd have shipped a tool

that worked better for some nurses than others and called it a success, because the

average would have looked fine. Averages hide exactly this.
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