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Introduction
Improving patient safety during handovers has become a public health priority.1 Over the past decade, a number of best practices have emerged, which, taken together, represent the first generation of handover interventions. Largely adapted from industries (such as aviation and railroad) in which transition errors have high consequences,2 these first-generation best practices aim to reduce information loss and distortion via structured communication protocols such as face-to-face and written sign-out that use mnemonics and standardised templates, interactive questioning and distraction-free environments.1
These efforts have been fruitful. Interventions that bundle these practices have yielded improvements in educational and clinical outcomes.3 Yet, while these protocols improve safety, handovers still remain an important source of medical error and potential harm to patients. Accordingly, we must now choose how best to identify strategies that improve upon these first-generation interventions. In our view, since handovers are a complex cognitive task, these efforts will require deeper appreciation of human cognitive abilities. The sender and receiver must simultaneously apply and integrate multiple sets of (clinical, communication and systems) knowledge, skills and attitudes into one, time-limited and highly constrained activity.4 As a result, the task demands can easily exceed the information-processing capacity of the clinicians, resulting in impaired learning and performance, errors and harm to the patient.5



  




To date, handover research and practice has not explicitly applied cognitive theories of learning and information processing to address these cognitive limitations. One such theory, cognitive load theory (CLT), has received increased attention in the medical education literature,5 ,6 and, in a recent study, has been used to unpack the complexity of handovers.7 By highlighting the constraints of human beings’ working memory, we believe that CLT identifies specific cognitive limitations highly relevant to handovers, and can help guide a second generation of handover … 
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