
 

Communication Practices 
that Support Situational Awareness 
 
Complete, Accurate and Timely Communication Supports Team Situational Awareness.  Unsafe 
Conditions, Near Misses, and Events that Cause Resident Harm or Injury often have Gaps in 
Communication as Causal and Contributing Factors. 
 

 How is Effective Communication Defined? 
“Communication is defined as the transfer or exchange of information from a sender to a receiver. More 
specifically, communication is a process whereby information is clearly and accurately conveyed to another 
person using a method that is known and recognized by all involved. It includes the ability to ask questions, 
seek clarification, and acknowledge the message was received and understood. One critical result of 
effective communication is a shared understanding, between the sender and receivers of the information 
conveyed.” Source – Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. TeamSTEPPS® for Long Term Care  
 

 What is Situational Awareness? 
Situational Awareness is defined as the state of knowing the conditions that affect one’s work. Situational 
awareness is a dynamic state of awareness for individual care team members and the team. 
Source – Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. TeamSTEPPS® for Long Term Care  
 

 Why is Situational Awareness 
Important for Healthcare Teams? 
Situational Awareness is an individual and team state of awareness that includes 
observing and communicating critical information about the resident, team, 
environment, and overall team plan for providing safe and effective care delivery. 
 

 What are Key Elements of Effective Communication?  
Effective Communication is Complete, Clear, Brief, and Timely.  
 

 



 

 Information Exchange Strategies 
The following Information Exchange Processes Support Effective Communication 

 
 

 Situation – Background – Assessment – Recommendation (SBAR) 
A Structured Communication Process Such as SBAR Supports Complete, Timely and Accurate Information 
Exchange at Each Care Delivery Hand-Off. 

 
 

 
 
  



 

 Call-Out Communication 
Call-Out Communication is a strategy used to communicate important or critical information verbally, as 
the event is occurring, and is often used in emergency situations. 
 

 
 

 Check-Back 
“A check-back is a closed-loop communication strategy used to verify and validate information 
exchanged. This strategy involves the sender initiating a message, the receiver accepting the message 
and confirming what was communicated, and the sender verifying that the message was received.” An 
example would be a read-back when confirming a verbal medication order. Source – Agency for 
Healthcare Research and Quality. TeamSTEPPS® for Long Term Care  

 
 

  



 

 Handoffs 
Handoffs facilitate complete information exchange at the time of care transitions. 

 
 

 
 
“I PASS THE BATON” is one example of a structured process for Hand-off Communication. 
 

 

“A proper handoff includes the following:  
• Transfer of responsibility and accountability—When handing off, it is your responsibility to know 

that the person who must accept responsibility is aware of assuming responsibility. Similarly, you are 
accountable until both parties are aware of the transfer of responsibility. 

• Clarity of information—When uncertainty exists, it is your responsibility to clear up all ambiguity of 
responsibility before the transfer is completed. 

• Verbal communication of information—You cannot assume that the person obtaining responsibility 
will read or understand written or nonverbal communications. 

• Acknowledgment by receiver—Until it is acknowledged that the handoff is understood and 
accepted, you cannot relinquish your responsibility.  

• Opportunity to review—Handoffs are a good time to review and have a new pair of eyes evaluate 
the situation for both safety and quality.” 

 

Source – Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. TeamSTEPPS® for Long Term Care  
 

Source – Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. TeamSTEPPS® 
     

 
 



 

 Safety Speak 
A Structured Shift Reporting Process Supports Team Situational Awareness of Resident Status 
 

 Components of a Structured Shift Report Include:  
 

 
 

 Purposeful Rounding 
Purposeful Rounding Supports a Consistent Process for Resident Assessment, Observation and 
Monitoring.  The “5-P’s” is One Example. 

 



 

 Resident-Centered Communication 
Effective Communication Involves Including the Resident and Family Members as Active Participants in 
Care and Communication as They are Able to Participate  
 

 
 
 
 

Situational Awareness and Communication Training 
For information about Situational Awareness and Communication training at your facility, please 
contact Cyndi Siders, Executive Consultant for Vaaler Insurance at csiders@vaaler.com 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
This educational post, which does not reflect any official policy or opinion for Vaaler Insurance, Inc. or Siders Healthcare Consulting, LLC, 
is provided for informational purposes only. It is not intended to provide legal or medical advice, nor is it intended to be an exhaustive list 
of all risks that need to be addressed for a healthcare organization. While every effort is made to provide accurate information, changes 
may occur, and inaccuracies happen despite best efforts. This information is not a substitute for individual consultations with 
professionals in these areas and should not be relied on as such. Please work with your legal counsel and business advisor(s) for a plan 
that is specific to your organization. © 2019-2021 Vaaler Insurance, Inc. 
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