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Abstract
Introduction

Clinical handover occurs between working shifts, clinical settings, different health institutions and various health professionals. The term refers to transfer of professional responsibility and accountability. Discontinuity of care is inevitable in acute general surgery, and handover between shift workers can have a negative impact on diagnosis and management. Adverse outcomes are at times not captured or attributed to other factors. 

Methods

During a six-month term at a busy hospital with acute general surgery, 18 adverse patient events within 12 hours of admission were analysed. Patient evaluation by the surgical service, investigations, management and discussion with a senior doctor were examined to determine patterns. The 18 events were then given as a hypothetical scenario to 4 senior surgical trainees not involved with the clinical cases to ascertain best management approach.  

Results 

Staff inexperience was a significant factor in 14/18 cases, which contributed to unappreciation of the physiologically sick patient, missing significant pathology on imaging, and inappropriate escalation for senior engagement with the management of the patient. Other identified issues including handover by text messaging, lack of handover, and failure to review investigations and initial treatment. The majority of junior (inexperienced) staff involved had expectations unmatched by their handover particulars. 

Conclusion

Clinically inexperienced staff represent the majority of frontline clinical evaluation for on call services including general surgery. The clinical exposure is part of training and the supervision is intended to mitigate the lack of experience. Handover between inexperienced staff however remains a loophole where unwell patients are missed or have significantly delayed/poor outcomes. This study identified the need for clinical handover education and the use of a checklist which may avoid catastrophic omissions.  
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