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Decisio n Mak in g B y Anesthesiologist s Durin g T r a u m a 

Treatmen t  Effect s o f  Stres s O n T e a m Interaction s 

R icha r d L .  Ho rs t ,  Ph .D . 
Man-Made System s Corporatio n 

Ellicot t  City ,  M D 2104 2 

Of  particula r  interes t  i n setting s wher e skille d 

individual s functio n a s a  tea m ar e th e relationship s 

betwee n tea m performanc e an d individua l  decision -

makin g an d h o w over t  behavior s influenc e one' s 

teammates .  Verba l  communication s amon g 

teammate s ar e a n importan t  componen t  o f  effectiv e 

tea m performanc e an d ca n serv e t o eithe r  increas e 

grou p cohesio n o r  wor k t o it s detriment .  A s par t  o f 

an investigatio n o f  "naturalistic "  decision-makin g 

unde r  stress ,  i n collaboratio n wit h th e Universit y o f 

Marylan d Anesthesiolog y Researc h Laboratory ,  w e 

analyze d vide o recording s o f  traum a team s treatin g 

patient s upo n admissio n t o a  Leve l  O n e traum a 

center .  Th e effectiv e treatmen t  o f  acut e traum a 

patient s require s th e coordinate d effort s o f  a  multi -

disciplinar y team .  Decision s ar e ofte n m a d e unde r 

tim e stres s o r  wit h som e uncertaint y abou t  th e ful l 

exten t  o f  th e patient' s injuries . 

Th e dat a t o b e reporte d her e focu s o n th e 

frequency ,  content ,  an d patternin g o f  verba l 

conununication s a m o n g th e traum a tea m a s a  functio n 

of  th e stressfulnes s o f  th e treatmen t  situation .  W e ar e 

intereste d i n th e exten t  t o whic h verba l 

conmiunication s revea l  th e decisio n makin g process , 

as wel l  a s h o w verba l  communication s reflec t 

difference s i n performanc e an d decisio n makin g unde r 

differen t  level s o f  stress .  Altere d verba l 

communication s m a y indicat e th e natur e o f  th e stres s 

or  workloa d bein g experience d b y a  team ,  an d m a y 

als o provid e hint s abou t  h o w th e mor e effectiv e team s 

cop e wit h thi s stress . 

Vide o recording s hav e bee n mad e o f  a  variet y o f 

traum a treatmen t  case s involvin g patien t  intubatio n b y 

anesthesiolog y teams .  Thes e team s typicall y 

consiste d o f  on e o r  mor e anesthesiologists ,  on e o r 

mor e resident s o r  fellows ,  an d on e o r  mor e registere d 

nurse/anesthetists .  Verbalization s fro m 

'Thi s wor k wa s supporte d b y a n Offic e o f  Nava l 

Researc h gran t  t o th e Universit y o f  Marylan d Schoo l 

of  Medicine . 

th e ke y segment s o f  th e vide o tape d case s wer e 

transcribe d an d a n attemp t  wa s m a d e t o identif y th e 

speake r  o f  eac h discernibl e utterance .  A  conten t 

analysi s relate d thes e utterance s t o pre-specifle d 

decisio n tree s tha t  conceptualize d alternativ e course s 

of  treatmen t  fo r  variou s abnormalitie s i n patien t  vita l 

signs .  Thi s analysi s allowe d judgment s t o b e derive d 

as t o th e effectivenes s o f  eac h team' s performance . 

Fro m revie w o f  th e vide o tapes ,  verbalization s 

wer e als o categorize d an d relate d t o th e stressfulnes s 

of  th e condition s unde r  whic h th e team s wer e 

functioning .  Communication s wer e categorize d a s t o 

request s fo r  information ,  request s fo r  assistance , 

directive s o r  instructions ,  answerin g question s o r 

request s fo r  assistance ,  conveyin g a  strateg y o r  plan , 

providin g informatio n unsolicite d an d non-tas k 

relevan t  utterances .  Base d o n a  prior i  notion s abou t 

what  situation s woul d b e mos t  stressful ,  w e compare d 

case s involvin g hig h an d lo w injur y severity ,  a s wel l 

as variou s segment s o f  particula r  cases ,  i.e. ,  pre- , 

post -  an d durin g th e induction/intubatio n o f  th e 

patient .  Retrospectiv e subjectiv e rating s o f  th e 

scenario s alon g si x  dimension s o f  stress/workloa d 

confirme d ou r  conjecture s abou t  th e relativ e 

stressfulnes s o f  thes e differen t  situations . 

The result s indicate d tha t  ther e wer e systemati c 

difference s i n verba l  communication s durin g period s 

entailin g differen t  level s o f  stress .  Durin g period s 

when th e tea m functione d unde r  highe r  stress , 

verbalization s tende d t o increase ,  ofte n occurrin g 

simultaneously ,  an d thei r  conten t  becam e mor e 

focuse d o n task-relevan t  comments ,  particularl y 

request s fo r  assistanc e an d information .  Surprisingly , 

strategi c decision s wer e no t  ofte n communicate d 

explicitly .  Th e mos t  effectiv e team s communicate d 

frequentl y an d efficientl y wit h eac h other .  W e ar e 

explorin g th e implication s o f  thes e result s fo r  model s 

of  tea m performanc e an d decisio n making .  Th e 

result s als o sugges t  trainin g strategie s fo r  improvin g 

communication s an d tea m performanc e i n thi s an d 

relate d settings . 
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