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Operating Rooms
Take Cue from the Cockpit

Omaha, Neb. — What do the crew of an airliner and an operating room team have in
common? Whether you’rein the air or in the operating room, your lifeisin their hands.

The parallel istoo real toignore. That’swhy The Nebraska Medical Center is taking the
lead in bringing patient safety to a new high. The cutting edge procedures and technology for
which the hospital is known will soon be further enhanced by the same crew resource
management (CRM) techniques used in the aviation industry.

“In many operating rooms there’s a hierarchy among surgical team members,” says
Stephen Smith, M.D., chief medical officer of The Nebraska Medical Center. “Crew resource
management changes that culture to one of communication and teamwork.”

The system was developed more than 25 years ago by the aviation industry. At that time,
the majority of airline accidents were caused by failures in communication among crew
members. Airlines discovered a distinct improvement when flight crews were taught how to
communicate more effectively. The program is now filtering into the world of medicine with the
nation’s top hospitals leading the way.

Surgeons, anesthesiology team members, residents, nurses and support staff at The
Nebraska Medical Center and University of Nebraska Medical Center will receive training from
the “LifeWings” group, expertsin crew resource management. Three OR teams — orthopedic
surgery, oral and maxillofacial surgery and cardiovascular surgery - will be thefirst to go
through training beginning in late February. Other teams will follow.

Byers Shaw, Jr., M.D., Chairman of the Department of Surgery in the College of
Medicine at UNMC, took the training course last October. He calls the process eye-opening.
“Youlearn alot. It makesyou rethink the way you communicate. The experience was
incredibly rewarding.”
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Before the introduction of crew resource management, airline crew members all too often
viewed the captain as supreme commander, someone whose decisions or judgments were not to
be challenged. “Under crew resource management, the surgeon is still captain of the ship,”
explains Dr. Shaw. “But that captain openly invites, in fact, expects the other members of the
crew to speak up whenever they notice something that appears unusual or out of place.”

Shelly Schwedhelm, R.N., director of Perioperative Services at The Nebraska Medical
Center, adds, “The use of CRM creates an atmosphere of mutual responsibility not only for
making sure everyone does his or her job, but also for making sure everyone else on theteam is
informed. By replacing guessing and assumption with clear communication techniques, CRM
enhances safety and optimizes clinical performance.”

The style relies on building a strong team relationship in the operating room. The process
starts with everyone introducing themsel ves and stating their role before surgery begins.
Throughout the procedure, team members verbalize concerns by making eye contact with the
person to whom they’re speaking, clearly stating their thoughts and offering a solution.

Crew resource management also emphasizes the need for standardization through pre-
surgical routines and the use of checklists, some elements already in use at The Nebraska
Medical Center.

It sounds alot like common sense but as Dr. Shaw points out, the overall effect goes
much deeper. “In aviation the use of crew resource management techniques clearly defined
everyone’sroles and responsibilities.”

“Thisisanatural step in our evolution of patient safety,” describes Dr. Smith. “It’s one
of the most ambitious proactive projects we’ve undertaken.”

As ateaching hospital, The Nebraska Medical Center, together with UNMC, has a unique
opportunity to impact the future of crew resource management. Residents will learn the program
from day one, allowing it to become ingrained in the medical culture. “For the next generation
of medical professionals, thiswill become their routine, the way they do business,” says Dr.
Shaw.

The Nebraska Medical Center isone of the first hospitals in the Midwest to begin

implementation.

With a reputation for excellence, innovation and extraordinary patient care, the Nebraska Medical Center has earned
the J.D. Power & Associates highest healthcare honor - Hospital of Distinction. Consumers selected The Nebraska Medical
Center as a top hospital with the 2005 Consumer Choice Award. As the teaching hospital for the University of Nebraska Medical
Center, this 689 licensed bed facility has an international reputation for providing solid organ and bone marrow transplantation
services and iswell known nationally and regionally for its oncology, neurology and cardiology programs. The Nebraska
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