Where the Laws Bite

One patient's journey through the building — and the operational law waiting at each failure point.

Sources shown on each card; full citations and effect sizes in the free 12 Laws Field Pack.

CLINIC

The front door before the front door

ED ARRIVAL

Triage & treatment

BOARDING

Admitted, no bed

e The Capacity lllusion

A schedule booked to 100% is,
for new acute need, already closed.
The overflow becomes ED volume.

Murray & Berwick, JAMA 2003

a Invisible Work

Coordination migrates after-hours.
Charted in the moment: 1.3% error.

Charted after a 20+ min delay: 38.4%.

Bradley et al., ] Med Syst 2026

|

o The Variability Cascade

Small, unbuffered variations
compound across departments
into a gridlocked afternoon.

ATyIin et al., Ann Emerg Med 2003

@ The Measurement Error

'Time to provider' stops the clock
without changing the chair.
The dashboard stays green.

Goodhart's law: Strathern, Eur Rev 1997

AND OVER THE WHOLE BUILDING —

11 The Slack Requirement —

12 The System Design Law —

e The Utilization Paradox

Above ~85% average occupancy,
bed crises become routine —
delay goes vertical, not linear.

Bagust et al., BMJ 1999

o The Fragility Principle

Boarding <2h: 2.5% mortality.
Boarding 12h+: 4.5%.
Ordinary disruptions, coupled tight.

Singer et al., Acad Emerg Med 2011

INPATIENT UNIT

The stay

e Team Familiarity

Low nurse-to-nurse familiarity
+ thin staffing: relative risk
of death up to 1.84.

DA[C/OS et al., AIRCCM 2023

° Workforce Stability

Each extra patient per nurse:
+7% odds of 30-day mortality.
Churn dissolves coordination.

Aiken et al., Lancet 2014

A protected empty bed is not waste — it is why the next trauma has somewhere to land.

Optimize any single station and it hands its failure to the next. Engineer the whole journey.

DISCHARGE

The exit that governs the entrance

° The Discharge Bottleneck

Hospitals rarely run out of beds;
they run out of discharges.
The exhale lags the inhale.

Asplin 2003; Fletcher et al. 2007

° The Coordination Tax

The largest, most broken handoff.
I-PASS handoffs: errors down 23%,
preventable adverse events down 30%.

Starmer et al., NEJM 2014
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