
NICHE • NEW YORK UNIVERSITY COLLEGE OF NURSING 
726 Broadway, 10th floor, New York, NY 10003 • 212.998.5445 • email: info@nicheprogram.org • nicheprogram.org

NICHE SOLUTION #3 • 2010
PROMOTING SAFETY FOR OLDER ADULT POPULATION IN THE
SURGICAL OBSERVATION UNIT

Author: Pamela E. Windle, MS, RN, NE-BC, CPAN, CAPA, FAAN
Nurse Manager
St. Luke’s Episcopal Hospital, Houston, Texas

PROBLEM: Safety risk among older adult patients in
Surgical Observation Units.

SOLUTION: Geriatric Resource Nurse Model (GRN) in the
Surgical Observation Unit.

Problem Identified The aging population in healthcare settings is
one of the most challenging groups for providers. It has been estimated
that the older adult patients (over-65) will exceed more than 72 million
by 2030.* Every provider plays an important role in providing optimal
care for this population.   

The Surgical Observation Unit (SOU) is an extended recovery unit
designed for patients who have undergone outpatient surgical
procedures and require further observation. Older adults typically
comprise a large part of the unit population. Patient safety is a
significant concern due to their age, co-morbidity issues, effects of
anesthesia, psychosocial and other medical problems.
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Solution Formulated An improvement project was initiated at St. Luke’s Episcopal
Hospital to educate the staff regarding the care of older adult patients. A Geriatric
Resource Nurse (GRN) was assigned to the unit to assess safety issues and concerns.
One specific problem noted was falls. The unit implemented improvement processes
based on the GRN’s evaluations. These included: frequent rounding, bowel and bladder
program, appraisal and understanding of medication interactions, plus “Call, Don’t Fall”
reminders and shift reporting.

NICHE Role NICHE GRN Core Curriculum identifies nurses as the essential team
members who can provide leadership during the development and implementation of
programs to reduce patient falls at the bedside, on the unit, in the operating room, and
throughout the hospital. Nurses can provide individualized patient assessment and
reassessment, manage environmental safety issues, and develop and implement
comprehensive plans of care for fall risk management. Strategies range from early
detection of those at risk to monitoring for related problems after a fall has occurred.
The NICHE program, available to hospitals throughout North America, offers evidence-
based, interdisciplinary approaches to promote positive outcomes and experiences for
the hospitalized older adult. 

Evaluation/Results In older adult patients the number of falls decreased, patient
satisfaction improved, and length of stay decreased. Additionally, staff demonstrated
improved knowledge of the special requirements of older adult patients, and patients
and families expressed increased satisfaction upon discharge. Finally, physician
satisfaction increased, prompting frequent requests to reserve a bed in the SOU 
for patients.
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About NICHE 
NICHE (Nurses Improving Care for Healthsystem Elders) is an international program designed to help
hospitals improve the care of older adults. The vision of NICHE is for all patients 65-and-over to be
given sensitive and exemplary care. The mission of NICHE is to provide principles and tools to
stimulate a change in the culture of health care facilities to achieve patient-centered care for older
adults. NICHE, based at NYU College of Nursing, comprises hospitals and health systems located in 
46 states, Canada, and Bermuda. For more information visit nicheprogram.org.
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