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Color-Coded Armband Standardization Recommendations
(An addendum to the Standardized Hospital Emergency Codes for West Virginia Hospitals Manual)

In June 2006, the West Virginia Hospital Association Patient Safety Council Emergency Codes Standardization Task Force addressed the issue of lack of uniformity that exists among organizations as it relates to the emergency code systems.  Because of the conversations that took place to create a uniform set of emergency codes and guidelines for WVHA member organizations, safety issues of color-coded armbands and their use was identified. It should be pointed out that if your organization is not currently using color-coded armbands to signify a message to employees about special needs for their patients we are not recommending that you implement their usage.  We are merely asking that if you are currently using color-coded armbands in the care of your patients that you consider using a standard set of colors to deliver a specific message.

The Council surveyed WVHA member organizations to determine the extent of color-coded armbands currently being used.  The results from the 63 completed surveys revealed that 84 percent of the responding organizations were using armbands to signify various situations.  It was noted that there were ten distinctly different colors being used to indicate a “do not resuscitate” status.  The color green was being used for 11 different situations.  The survey revealed that color-coded armband use in WVHA member organizations had little uniformity and could possibly be a safety issue for West Virginia patients.

The Task Force recommended, for those organizations using color-coded armbands, that the following standardized color-coding be considered:
The Recommended Color-Coded Armbands:

	Message
	Band Color

	DNR
	Purple

	Falls Risk
	Yellow

	Allergies
	Red


Rationale
Adoption of uniformed color-coded armband system presents a clearly defined practice for identifying and communicating patient risk factors, or special needs, by standardizing the use of color-coded armbands to support safe patient care based upon the patients assessed needs and wishes.

· The variety of color-coded armbands has been decreased.

· To reduce misinterpretation of colors, a preprinted embossed descriptive text is used on the armband to clarify the intent.

· No handwriting should be used on the armbands.

· The designated individual in the organization to apply the armbands will be the admitting nurse.

· Patients wearing armbands representing community (charity or fashion) bands will be asked to remove them upon presentation to the facility.  If a patient refuses to remove these armbands, the potential safety risk of the decision will be presented to the patient.  If the patient insists on wearing the armband it will be handled the same way as with any other personal belongings. 
Admission ID armbands and Pre-Registration ER armbands

The colorless, or clear admission ID armband, and the pre-registration emergency room ID armband, are applied in accordance with procedures outlined in the organizational policy on patient ID and registration.  Colorless admission ID armbands and temporary pre-registration armbands may be applied by non-clinical staff in accordance with organizational policy.

Community Armbands

Following admission ID, the admitting nurse will examine the patient for community (charity or fashion) bands.  If community (charity or fashion) bands are present, the nurse will explain the risks associated with the armbands during hospitalization, and the patient will be asked to remove the band(s).  If the patient agrees, the nurse removes the band.  If the patient refuses, the nurse will cover the band with medical tape, document in the medical record the patient’s refusal, and the explanation provided.  
Color-Coded Armbands
During the initial assessments, data is collected to evaluate the needs of the patient and analyzed to develop a plan of care unique to the individual patient.  Reassessment is ongoing and may be triggered by key decision points, or at intervals specified by the disciplines directly involved in providing patient treatment and/or care.

It is during the initial and reassessment procedures that risk factors associated with falls, allergies, or DNR status are identified or modified.  Because this is an interdisciplinary process, it is important to identify who has responsibility for applying and removing color-coded armbands, how this information is documented and how it is communicated.  The following procedures have been established to remove uncertainty in these processes:

· Except in circumstances involving a restricted extremity, any patient demonstrating risk factors on initial assessment will have a colored coded armband placed on the same extremity as the admission ID band by the nurse.

· The application of the armband is documented in the chart by the nurse, per hospital policy.

· If stickers are used to document in the record, the stickers must correspond to the armband color and text.

· Upon application of the color-coded armband, the nurse will instruct each patient that the armband is not to be removed.

· In the event that any color-coded armband(s) have to be removed for the treatment of the patient, the risks will be reconfirmed, and the nurse will place the bands on another extremity immediately.

Patient/Family Education

On admission, patients are provided with information on risks associated with wearing community (charity or fashion) bands while hospitalized.  During assessment procedures, the nurse educates the patient and family about the risks while explaining why the band should be removed.

When a color-coded armband is applied, the patient and family are educated regarding the armband message.  Patients are advised to alert the nurse whenever the band is removed and not re-applied, or when a new band is applied and they have not been given explanation as to the reason.  Patients and families are advised it is their opportunity and responsibility to participate in preventing errors by wearing the color-coded armband, and communication with caregivers during removal and/or application.  The nurse will periodically reconfirm with the patient and family the meaning of the armbands.  At discharge, the patient is instructed regarding appropriate removal of bands.

Patient Care Hand-off

The nurse will reconfirm color-coded armbands before invasive procedures, at transfer and during changes in level of care with patient/family, other caregivers, and the patient’s chart.  Errors are corrected immediately.

Color-coded armbands are not removed at discharge.  For home discharges, the patient is advised to remove the band at home.  For discharges to another facility, the bands are left intact as a safety alert during transfer and on admission to the receiving hospital.

DNR status and all other risk assessments are determined by individual hospital policy, procedure and/or physician order written within and acknowledged within that care setting only.  The receiving hospital is responsible for reassessment and subsequent band removal/reconfirmation/application.

The following document has been created on perforated paper to allow removal for convenience in duplication and distribution. 
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Safe Patient - Color Coded Armbands

The following chart represents the meaning of each color-coded armband:                                                                               
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	We are one of West Virginia’s hospitals who have chosen to participate in a patient safety initiative, which is aimed at reducing the risks associated with the use of color- coded armbands.
	This initiative encourages healthcare facilities to:

· Standardize the meaning of color-coded armbands through coordination among West Virginia facilities.

· Limit the number of messages and colors used to avoid confusion for the many healthcare providers working in multiple facilities.

· Print instructions on armbands to reinforce the message conveyed by the particular color.
A color-coded armband has been applied to your arm to warn the hospital staff of a specific medical intervention you require:

We ask that you…

· Remove any community (charity or fashion) bands so that it is not misinterpreted by the healthcare provider.

· Only wear the armband applied by your nursing staff.

· Tell a nurse if a band falls off during your stay.




This document has been created in MS Word on perforated paper to allow additions and removal from this booklet for duplication.
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West Virginia Hospital Association

100 Association Drive

Charleston, WV  25311

(304) 344-9744 (phone)

(304) 344-9745 (fax)
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Your facility logo goes here
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Standardization of color-coded armbands can saves lives!
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