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NICHE Hospitals report

The NICHE Hospitals Reports are published to identify the positive outcomes and innovative
initiatives experienced at NICHE designated facilities in their care of older adult patients.

Quality Improvement Projects:
NICHE Site: St. Mary Mercy Hospital. In December 2010, to better serve older adult patients, this
hospital developed a Senior Service Line and became NICHE designated. A core component of the plan
was to improve staff understanding of dementia and how to manage behaviors associated with this
population. A virtual dementia experience was included for new employees, RNs and PCAs. This unique
effort involved a simulated apartment in which participants were asked to complete simple physical tasks
such as setting a table for four. To simulate the “dementia experience,” the room was dimly lit and
participants wore black dotted goggles smeared with Vaseline, gloves with lentils in the fingertips and an
iPod with garbled chatter playing. 

Other initiatives included NICHE Geriatric Resource Nurse (GRN) training for Med/Surg RN’s, introductory
delirium/dementia training for PCA’s and a dementia training video.

Results:
• 144 RN’s attended an initial 4-hour session & virtual dementia experience
• 112 RN’s completed all 20 GRN CEU’s
• 71 PCA’s attended a 1-hour session & virtual dementia experience
• 724 employees completed Geriatric Orientation program1

NICHE Site: University of Alabama-Birmingham (UAB) Hospital/Health System, UAB Division of
Gerontology, Geriatrics and Palliative Care and UAB Geriatric Education Center. Acute Care for
Elders (ACE) Unit interdisciplinary team rounds are conducted daily  at this hospital to review patients’
cognitive, sensory and functional status. Some ACE staff are not always able to participate in the rounds.
An initiative was launched to develop pictograms for use on patient room white boards to communicate
patient status to care providers and assess the impact on communication of patient status to all team
members. 

An interprofessional team of geriatricians, occupational therapists and nurses developed 12 pictograms
symbolizing patients’ cognitive, sensory and functional status. 

Results: A survey assessing ACE staff knowledge of patient status was administered pre-and post-
pictogram implementation and a second survey assessing patient/family satisfaction with the pictograms
was conducted. 

ACE Team Post-Survey Results (42 staff completed pre-survey; 46 staff completed post-survey)
• I always know patient's functional status: +21%
• I always know if patient has cognitive impairment: +23%
• I always know if patient has hearing impairment: +23%
• I always know if patient has vision impairment: +25%
• I use board for patient/family teaching: +35%
• Communication board makes my job easier: +20%

Patient/Family Survey Results (13 patients and 10 family members completed survey)
• Pictograms improved communication between me and staff: 100% of Patients Strongly Agreed;
80% of Families Strongly Agreed

• Pictograms were easy to understand: 95% of Patients Strongly Agreed; 100% of Families 
Strongly Agreed

• I would like pictograms to be used in future hospitalizations: 100% of Patients Strongly Agreed;
90% of Families Strongly Agreed2

Best Practice Conducted in NICHE Hospitals: Dementia
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NICHE Site: Saint Mary’s Health Care. Shortly after opening an acuity adaptable senior adult unit the
hospital began to see an increase in admissions of patients with behavioral disturbances related to
dementia. To help improve care for these patients, an initiative was launched to develop a dementia
pathway that addressed all causes of behavioral disturbances that resulted in changes in behavior. The
pathway was designed to address such issues as pain, bladder and bowel management and
social/environmental needs. It was nurse-driven to allow early recognition and intervention. 

Results: As a result of the pathway implementation, length of stay decreased from baseline by 0.74
days. Also, nurses felt more confident in providing care for patients with behavioral disturbances.
Nurses were able to proceed through the pathway and assess each patient for possible causes of the
behavioral disturbance(s) and recommend changes in treatment. Examples included around-the-clock
Tylenol dosing and suggesting appropriate medications for behavior control as recommended by the
BEERS list and The American Geriatric Society.3

NICHE Site: WellStar Healthsystem Kennestone Hospital and Kennesaw State University.
According to existing research, dementia, delirium, schizophrenia, understaffing, higher nurse overtime
and nurse inexperience are associated with higher sitter use. The Kennestone Hospital research
evaluated the effectiveness of a sitter reduction intervention and examined the differences among
sitter use, restraints, and falls in critical care, step-down and medical/surgical units pre-post
intervention. The sitter reduction program, implemented in April 2011, consisted of:

• Sitter Justification Assessment
• Sitter Decision Tree
• Family Script
• Family Letter
• Private Sitter List
• Sitter Justification Form
• Sitter Evaluation Form

Results: Total fall rates increased from 2.40 to 3.00 post-intervention (Z = 46, p <0.001). The
incidence of falls significantly increased with critical care (p <0.001) and medical-surgical units (p
<0.001) and significantly decreased with step-down units (p <0.001) post-intervention. Restraint use
decreased for medical-surgical units but increased slightly for critical care and step-down units post-
intervention. Mean sitter hours decreased from 756 to 228 hours and costs decreased $164,417.
However, to account for the increased fall rates post-intervention, a savings/cost analysis revealed that
the critical care and step-down units saved money due to the intervention, but the medical-surgical
units incurred extra cost due to the increased falls rate. The study concluded a sitter reduction program
might be a cost-effective intervention; however, extra costs may be incurred due to increased fall
rates.4
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