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Teamwork—an essential part of a safety culture—has come to the forefront as the most effective way of 
catching individual errors before they occur and of mitigating system failures.  The team approach is not 
new, but its value and definition are changing. Good communication, along with a focused team 
approach in dealing with problems, can make a positive difference in any outcome. 

A healthy culture focused on safety and effective communication is essential to developing a high-
functioning team. It becomes challenging when factoring in each team member’s different personality, 
skills, agenda, style, and objectives. The team approach depends on each member’s ability to: 

 Anticipate needs of others. 
 Adjust to each other’s actions and the changing environment. 
 Have a shared understanding of how a procedure should happen in order to identify when 

errors occur and how to correct for these errors.1 

Characteristics of an Effective Team  

Improving patient safety through emphasis on the team approach requires an understanding of the 
factors that make a team successful. An effective team recognizes and accepts the following principles: 

1. Each team member contributes his or her individual talent, skill, and experience and 
acknowledges other team member contributions. 

2. When issues are complex, there is often more than one right way to solve a problem. 
3. The team’s combined decision is greater than the needs of its individual members. 
4. Any team decision must be just and ethical. 
5. Once problem solving is complete and a decision has been reached, the decision must be 

implemented and monitored for effectiveness. 
6. The team must be ready and open to changing its action if the resolution proves ineffective. 
7. Each team member is accountable for the team’s decisions, even if it was not his or her first (or 

individual) recommendation. 
8. Open communication is necessary to promote empowerment in getting the job done and 

accepting team decisions. 

Effective Team Communication 

Standardizing communication practices facilitates stronger team communication. Tools, such as the 
team brief or “huddle,” can be implemented to promote information exchange and team cohesion. 
Huddles allow the team to meet briefly on a daily basis to discuss patients’ needs and determine what 
tasks need to get done and by whom. Maintain vigilance by promoting situational monitoring among 
team members. When team members actively scan and assess what’s going on, they gain information 



about the situation and can identify deviations. Conveying this information to fellow team members can 
prevent small errors from becoming big errors. In the OR, part of this approach includes a statement by 
the surgeon encouraging communication, such as, “If you see, suspect, or feel that something is not 
right, please speak up.” 

Communicating in a closed-loop fashion ensures the entire team is aware of what is occurring and helps 
to retain the shared mental model. Acknowledging comments and questions ensures that 
communications have been heard and understood. Repeating back essential information confirms that 
the sender’s message has been received. 

Using teamwork to resolve problems and concerns can foster a better understanding of the problem 
and ensure a more unified, informed approach to problem resolution. The result is a safer and improved 
environment for all patients and staff. 

_________ 
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