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A Better Care Environment is Calling:         
The New Age of Clinical Communication



Caregivers have long used smartphones and 
tablets for basic aspects of clinical care, such 
as texting and emailing. However, the lack 
of integration with clinical workflows and 
electronic medical records has prevented 
more widespread adoption of mobile clinical 
communication. 

The good news is that most healthcare 
organizations have realized that leveraging 
smartphones as enterprise-supported clinical 
devices is a logical next step to empower 
caregivers and patients alike, improving 
outcomes and boosting efficiency. These 
organizations are also realizing that the devil 
is in the details – successful implementation 
depends on development of an effective 
clinical communication strategy and alignment 
to the EMR.

What does the future look like?

The vision shared by many clinical executives is 
similar: With a single handheld device, a caregiver 
can have confidence in delivering care with real-time 
access to a patient’s care team, critical information, 
extensive clinical context, alerts and notifications – all 
at the bedside. Critical Lab Values arrive by actionable 
text to multiple caregivers simultaneously. Patient 
engagement is improved by routing requests to the 
most appropriate caregiver based on need. New order 
notifications are pushed from the EMR, eliminating 
significant time spent re-checking at the desktop. 
Integration of barcode scanning technology provides 
error reduction during medication administration. 
While this future state remains only a vision for many 
health systems, the interest in implementing mobile 
and clinical communication technology is accelerating 
nationwide.

Healthcare organizations have greater incentive 
than ever to harness technology that will streamline 
clinical communication as the industry adopts value-
based purchasing under the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act (ACA). With the evolution of The 
Joint Commission’s National Patient Safety Goals 
and the new influence patient satisfaction scores 
have in determining reimbursement rates, hospitals 
are actively seeking new approaches to improving 
effectiveness and efficiency.

Increasing integration of handheld clinical devices and 
mobile health applications is an important step forward 
in clinical care. These exciting new technologies offer 
the potential for a healthcare organization to achieve 
dramatic advances in efficiency and quality. Also 
important, clinical communication tools can help an 
organization improve its quality dashboard to meet the 
standards of insurers, accrediting organizations, and 
regulatory agencies. 

The need for clinical communication

As caregivers contend with frequent interruptions, 
medical errors can occur. Up to 50 percent of 
medication errors are caused by interruptions that 
occur during medication preparation and administration 
process1. 

Alerts and alarms are essential but can be distracting 
and excessive when a caregiver is performing sensitive 
clinical tasks—which is why alarm safety and event 
management is an ongoing industry challenge. As 
noted in The Joint Commission’s National Safety Goals 
(NPSG 06.01.01)2, alarm/alert fatigue poses a significant 
risk to patient safety. In fact, alarms led the ECRI 
Institute’s 2013, 2014, and 2015 lists of Top 10 Health 
Technology Hazards.3  

It is important to look at interruptions as a whole, 
rather than focusing only on alarms, which are typically 
generated from core systems (EMR, Physiological 
Monitors). These alarms are high priority and deserve 
our utmost attention. However, when coupled with 
alerts and notifications generated from patients 
(through nurse call and education systems), bed 
management systems, peers, and the extended care 
team, the resulting chaos creates risk to patients. 
Designing appropriate communication architecture 
and aligning technology with best practice workflow is 
more essential today than ever before. Customization 
of sounds, use of haptic (touch) functionality, intentional 
pausing of alarms to allow for auto-correction, and 
interactive indicators allow care providers to visually 
and audibly triage and remain free of interruption during 
direct patient care.

Designing appropriate communication architecture 
and aligning technology with best practice 

workflow is more essential today than ever before. 



group affected by the change, from administrative staff 
to caregivers to patients, will have a voice in designing 
an improved clinical communication workflow. 

As drivers of patient care, physicians in particular play 
a critical role in the use of clinical communication 
technology. Engaging physicians at the outset and 
securing their buy-in will be a critical success factor in 
the process. 

Cultivating these connections will lead to reduced 
conflict and a smoother project. As seasoned 
healthcare professionals know, different departments 
will have varying views about priorities and what 
constitutes the “right” direction forward. Frontline 
clinicians want devices optimized for the point-of-care 
and their daily workflow, while physicians want control 
over how and when other caregivers contact them. 
Patient advocacy leaders will want to understand how 
an improved patient experience can be cultivated. 
Meanwhile, the IT staff may be more focused on 
data security, integration with clinical IT system, and 
network infrastructure. Administrators may be more 
attentive to big-picture concerns such as overall 
care delivery process, patient care outcomes, and 
organizational capabilities. 

2. Assess the market and the organization

Planning for mobile clinical communication entails 
looking both outward and inward. To understand 
the potential impact of investment, it is important 
to align to the organization’s competitive needs. 
Questions to ask include: Can a successful strategy 
and implementation drive improved staff experience 
and retention? Does our organization have specific 
gaps in publicly-available patient experience metrics? 
Can clinical communication tools form a competitive 
advantage as we transition to value-based care?

Looking inward, an organization should assess how 
clinical technology capabilities will further the strategic 
plan. For most healthcare organizations, the strategic 
plan encompasses the areas of workforce, financial 
management, growth, and medical and service quality. 
Clinical communication undoubtedly affects medical 
and service quality, and also supports additional areas 
directly or indirectly - such as productivity and financial 
performance. Successful implementation of a unified 

Aside from interruptions, an estimated 70 percent 
of sentinel events involve communication errors, 
many of which occur during disruptive shift changes 
and too-rapid handoffs. At these points, incomplete 
information is more likely to be conveyed, according 
to The Joint Commission Center for Transforming 
Healthcare.4  

Serious clinical and legal risks arise from 
miscommunication, alarm fatigue, and interruptions in 
the fast-paced clinical setting, which is why improving 
clinical communication is a priority for many hospitals 
and healthcare systems.  

Despite the urgent need to address medical errors 
related to clinical communication, many hospitals and 
healthcare systems have not yet established a mobile 
clinical communication strategy, even as devices and 
mobile applications have proliferated. By 2013, more 
than half of physicians used tablets for professional 
purposes and 74 percent used smartphones 
at work5—but this growth has not necessarily 
occurred in conjunction with organizational clinical 
communication strategy or a corresponding reduction 
in medical errors.

Best practices for unified clinical communication 

Incorporating new technology into the care 
environment requires a thoughtful design and 
implementation roadmap. Careful consideration 
must be given to aligning the technology decision 
with the clinical improvements sought, the goals of 
the organization, and the needs and perspectives of 
caregivers.  

1. Create a multidisciplinary governance 
committee

Clinical communication systems affect nearly 
every employee within a health system. First and 
foremost, the organization should determine the 
key stakeholders in the project and decide on the 
simplest way to involve them in a shared vision of the 
role that clinical communication technology will play 
in driving financial and clinical outcomes. Forming a 
multidisciplinary governance or steering committee 
is one way to ensure that representatives of every 

Serious clinical and legal risks arise from 
miscommunication, alarm fatigue, and interruptions in 
the fast-paced clinical setting, which is why improving 
clinical communication is a priority for many hospitals and 
healthcare systems.  



5. Train for adoption, not for deployment

The proliferation of smartphones in our everyday lives 
can lead to complacency when implementing mobile 
applications. While many applications are intuitive in 
nature, variation of usage across an organization can 
threaten the performance improvement that originally 
drove the investment.

One of the greatest pitfalls of new technology 
implementation occurs when an organization makes 
a significant investment in a new system, yet fails to 
invest in training to ensure effective use and adoption.

A critical step for new technology adoption is to 
anticipate and overcome potential barriers through 
thoughtful change management communication 
and a strategic training plan. Training timed around 
implementation and focused on the end-user’s daily 
real-life experience will expedite adoption. Training 
should also take into consideration the culture 
and learning environment of the organization, and 
accommodate the workday scheduling demands of 
busy caregivers. When driven by clinical workflows 
and use cases, training efforts will help organizations 
integrate multiple communication technologies to drive 
operational effectiveness and realize the full value of 
the technology investment.

mobile communication system will streamline clinical 
care, as well as empower patients to take a more 
active role in their care by being better able to contact 
caregivers—which together will likely result in better 
outcomes. 

Specific outcomes can be mapped against the 
strategy plan goals. Articulating these outcomes, 
and how they fit into the organization’s strategic 
plan, will bring clarity to the project. Outcomes can, 
for example, be defined in terms of National Patient 
Safety Goals and the Medicare quality indicators 
for caregiver responsiveness, readmissions, closed-
loop communication of critical lab values, surgical 
complications, and many other activities. Other 
possible outcomes include improved staff satisfaction 
and physician recruitment. 

3. Review critical workflows

Implementing a unified mobile clinical communication 
solution entails more than simply forming a 
committee to choose a device or application. After 
mapping the new technology capabilities against the 
strategic plan, the next step is to review critical work 
processes that will be affected by a change in clinical 
communication. Before investing in and implementing 
new communication technology, the governance 
committee should review common workflow 
situations to assess whether a potential solution will 
help, hinder, or displace these workflows. 

One approach is to identify and document use 
cases. Use cases help mitigate risks by focusing on 
outcome achievement and not solely on the specific 
functionality of a particular solution. They offer 
conceptual, relatable clinical scenarios and desired 
outcomes, detailing technology requirements as 
appropriate. 

4. Prepare the technical infrastructure

The organization’s roadmap should consider how the 
clinical communication solution will complement 
or displace existing technologies, and how difficult 
it will be to integrate the data it generates with the 
organization’s electronic medical records database. 
Data security should be a priority, both to assure 
patients of their privacy and for compliance purposes. 

Another key consideration for clinical communication 
systems is the wireless infrastructure. With 
communication systems, EMR, patient monitors, and 
patient/guest needs all converging on the wireless 
network, performance risk is only growing.

Guiding Principles for Use Case Development

• Start with the outcome in mind 

• Determine the specific impact of the end state 

• Define functionality of enabling technologies 

• Demonstrate the connectivity of enabling 
technologies 

• Align to best practice clinical workflow

Implementing a 
unified mobile clinical 

communication 
solution entails more 

than simply forming a 
committee to choose a 

device or application. 



The promise of better and more efficient care 

Patients, providers, and payers all stand to gain from 
unifying mobile clinical communication. Today’s new 
technologies have the potential to empower both 
patients and caregivers in the pursuit of the best 
possible care, delivered with maximum efficiency. 
When implemented in the context of an overall 
clinical communication strategy, these mobile 
solutions can integrate clinical information, support 
alarm safety and event management, ensure privacy, 
streamline documentation, reduce medical errors, 
and improve both clinical and business outcomes.
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