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1 DOCTOR'S

OBSERVATION UNITS:

THE MISSING LINK BETWEEN
THE EMERGENCY DEPARTMENT
AND INPATIENT WARDS

Emergency Departments (EDs) across the world are under
growing pressure from overcrowding, prolonged length of
stay, delayed admissions and increasing patient dissatisfaction.
These challenges are largely driven by output failure-the
inability to move patients efficiently from the ED to appropriate
next levels of care. In this context, Observation Units (OUs)
have emerged as a practical, high-impact solution that bridges
the gap between the ED and inpatient wards.

An Observation Unit is a dedicated, protocol-driven area
and staff, designed for short-term monitoring, reassessment and
time-limited treatment-typically for 6 to 24 hours. Its purpose
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1s not to delay admission or function as a ward extension, but
to safely clarify disposition decisions.

Many ED presentations fall into a clinical “grey zone,”
where patients are not sick enough to require admission but are
not ready for immediate discharge. Examples include low-to-
intermediate risk chest pain, syncope, minor head injury, early
sepsis workup, snakebite without envenomation, poisoning,
and undifferentiated abdominal pain.

From an ED operations perspective, OUs significantly
improve patient flow and turnaround time (TAT). By
offloading stable patients who require observation, ED beds
are freed for high-acuity cases, reducing waiting times and
crowding. Observation units allow parallel processes-
monitoring, investigations and treatment trials-rather than
prolonged ED boarding. This structured approach enables
safer, more deliberate decision-making without the pressure
of ED congestion. The patient and bystanders will also have

the feeling of being cared in a definite area rather than being
withheld in the ED.

Clinical safety 1s one of the strongest advantages of
observation units. Serial examinations, vital sign monitoring,
repeat laboratory tests and imaging can be conducted in
a controlled environment, allowing early identification of
deterioration while avoiding unnecessary admissions. Evidence
consistently shows that effective OUs reduce inpatient
admissions without increasing adverse outcomes.

Observation units also support shared decision-making
(SDM), an increasingly important aspect of modern emergency
care. Patients and families are more accepting of uncertainty
when observation is framed as aplanned and proactive step. This
improves patient satisfaction, enhances trust and strengthens
medicolegal protection when decisions are clearly documented.




From a system and hospital perspective, OUs offer
substantial benefits: reduced inpatient bed occupancy, lower
costs, shorter lengths of stay, and more efficient use of resources.
In the Indian healthcare context-characterised by high patient
volumes and limited inpatient capacity-observation units
represent a cost-effective strategy with significant returns in
efficiency and quality of care.

|

For observation units to succeed, clear protocols, defined
inclusion criteria, dedicated staff and strict decision timelines
are essential. Without these, OUs risk becoming holding areas
rather than decision units.

As emergency medicine evolves, the emphasis 1s shifting
from faster admissions or earlier discharges to better, safer
decisions. Observation Units embody this shift. They are no
longer optional adjuncts but essential components of modern
emergency care-improving turnaround time, patient safety and
system resilience.

“The goal 1s not to admit faster or discharge earlier-but to
decide better.”
Dr. Deo Mathew

__Assistant Professor, Emergency Medicine
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JOURNAL  RESEARCH WINGS
CLUB s

Journal club meeting on 21st
January, Wednesday, 2026 at
New CCM hall. The speaker on
the occasion was Dr. Sr Betsy
Thomas, Assistant Professor,
Department of PMR. The topic
was based on an article titled
“Evaluating the Impact of Virtual
Reality on Cognitive Recovery in
Stroke Patients: A Comparative Single-

centered study in the Indian Context. Indian

Journal of Physical Medicine & Rehabilitation. 2025 Jan 1;35(1):1-
6 (Sanyal Kumar et.al). The article analysed the importance of
Virtual Reality [VR] treatment in improving cognitive performance
in post stroke events. Dr Kurian Alappatt and Dr Aparna Rajeev
participated in the discussion. Dr P R Varghese welcomed the
gathering and Dr Mathew John delivered vote of thanks.
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