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Executive summary of NHS England Surgical Never Events
Taskforce report
Surgical never events are the most commonly reported types of never event
in the English NHS. This table summarises the most recent published
information in relation to surgical never events;

Never event

Number of never events
reported to SHAs 2012/13

Wrong site surgery
Wrong implant/prosthesis
Retained foreign object post-operation

83
42
130

Total of all never events reported (including
non-surgical never events)

329

Never events can lead to very serious adverse outcomes, and they damage
patients' confidence and trust. They can almost always be avoided when
existing best practice is implemented. They can also be an indicator of
problems with an organisation’s safety culture and its processes for learning
and improvement.
Following the publication of the never events policy framework in October
2012, the NHS Commissioning Board set up “a taskforce to look at surgical
never events in order to make sure that these events are eradicated from
NHS surgery”1 It should be noted that whilst entitled surgical never events
these incidents may occur in a range of settings.
The taskforce concluded that to achieve a continual reduction in harm, we
must reduce variation in practice, promote learning from our mistakes and
from improvement activities, and continue to promote organisational and
professional responsibility. It has proposed a strategy of three interlocking
elements:




Standardisation of generic operating department procedures*
Systematic education and training for operating theatre environments
Harmonising activity to support a safer environment for patients

* This should also be interpreted in the broader context for surgical procedures undertaken
outside the operating theatre/department.

Surgical Never Events are not over when patients leave theatre. They have
long term effects on patients, supporters, staff, and the wider organisation.
The taskforce also therefore considered how patients and staff are supported
following these events.

1

Protecting patients from harm, Department of Health, October 2012
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Approach
The taskforce consulted key stakeholders, carried out an evidence review,
invited staff and public views through an online consultation, and
commissioned narrative accounts of patient and staff experience of surgical
never events.
The underlying causes of surgical never events
Surgery is an inherently risky process, and surgical systems are highly
complex. A high volume of care, tailored to individual patient needs, is
delivered by differently trained staff working with specialised technology in a
sometimes challenging environment. Despite a genuine commitment to safe
practice and a high degree of technical competence, there is ample scope for
error. Evidence from across the world demonstrates that the recognised
sources of error in surgery include human fallibility, miscommunication, poor
co-ordination of team activity, human-technology interaction and sub-optimal
management of the environment. Safer surgery depends upon reducing the
scope for error from each of these sources. The WHO Safer Surgery
Checklist (below) aimed to assist in this.
National and international data yield evidence that a single surgical never
event is almost invariably caused by several factors, often combining unsafe
systems and unsafe behaviours. Unsafe systems (such as poorly managed
operating lists) produce unsafe behaviours (such as disruption during swab
counts). Equally, unsafe behaviours (such as disrespect towards junior staff)
undermine safety processes (such as use of the WHO Safer Surgery
checklist). Examples of poor systems and practices in the NHS included:
widespread toleration of variation in standard procedures such as surgical
counts; operating lists with multiple changes in list order; failure to adhere to
surgical site marking procedures; inadequate staffing; and absent or
inadequate training, particularly in team working and clinical human factors.
Solutions
In all high-risk activities, variation – in processes, protocols, technical
language, training, and team member status – leads to uncertainty and
increases opportunity for error. Reliable and resilient systems are built by
reducing variation, promoting the development of safe behaviours, and
supporting the exercise of responsibility.
The Berwick Report argued that “the best routes to badly needed
improvements will build on the strengths of the NHS, not ignore them or take
them for granted”. NHS professionals have been implementing the WHO
Safer Surgery Checklist since the NPSA mandated its use in 2009. There are
valuable lessons to be learned from this initiative. The Checklist aims to
promote safety by standardising aspects of surgical care, reinforcing safety
processes (e.g. identifying patient & procedure), and fostering open
communication across professional hierarchies. Professionals, researchers,
patient representatives, and organisational leaders agree that:
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The Checklist is changing culture. There is now an increasingly
widespread view that ‘this is the way things should be done’. By 2011,
91% of theatre staff surveyed would have wanted the Checklist used for
their own surgery.



Where the Checklist is treated as a tick-box exercise it is of limited use.
The Checklist is not an end in itself, but a tool to promote systemic change
and prompt safer behaviour. Like all tools, its effectiveness depends on
the skill with which it is applied.



The Checklist has promoted systemic change when professionals and
organisations have embedded it into wider practices, protocols, and
pathways. Similarly it has prompted safer behaviour when other means of
changing behaviour – such as education and peer pressure – have been
mobilised to support it. Beneficial outcomes are thus the result of
professional leadership, organisational commitment, and time spent on
local implementation.



The Checklist alone is not sufficient. We must lower the prevalence of
harm still further.

To achieve a continual reduction in harm, we must persist in reducing
unwarranted variation, better share learning from mistakes and from
improvement activity, and continue to promote provider and professional
responsibility. The taskforce propose we achieve this by emulating the
practice of other high risk industries.
The taskforce are therefore proposing a strategic approach that consists of
three interlocking and equally vital elements.
The first element is standardising generic operating environment procedures
(for example, swab and instrument counts, prosthesis verification and list
management). The taskforce propose professionals take the lead role in
developing and continuously reviewing national standards. These will set out
broad principles of best practice, and suggest a range of acceptable means of
implementing best practice. Providers will be required to embed these
standards into their local processes by developing, in collaboration with their
staff, their own local standards. The taskforce recommend that NHS England
mandate concordance with the new national standards through the NHS
Standard Contract. Future consideration should be given to whether
secondary legislation is necessary to enable the CQC to take enforcement
action where standards have not been met.
Professional leaders, with support from NHS England, should aim to establish
a plan – practice – learn loop. This would operate both at local level, with
providers developing and reviewing local standards and sharing learning
through regional peer review; and at national level with a responsive
mechanism for providers to feed back learning and propose modifications to
national standards. This system of profession-led national and local standards
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will reduce variation and promote best practice, whilst providing scope for
local innovation and reinforcing responsibility at provider level.


The second element is systematic education and training, including for
those managing operating environments. The taskforce recommendations
make clear that learning needs relating to surgical safety must be
addressed in undergraduate qualifications for doctors, nurses, and
operating department practitioners; in postgraduate training, including the
NHS Management training programme; and in trust provision for
continuing professional development. Learning needs include clinical
human factors, and the nature and purpose of standards. Further
recommendations address the responsibilities of HEE, GMC, Deaneries
and medical royal colleges for ensuring that curricula and training
programmes incorporate appropriate safety training; and of CQC for
ensuring the adequacy of provider training.



The final element is harmonising activity to support patient safety in
hospitals. The Berwick report and this report are equally clear that
professional and organisational incentives must align to support safety and
the development of a just culture. Examples of the taskforce’s
recommendations under the theme of harmonisation include: NHS
England and CCGs to impose financial penalties only where a provider’s
response to a never event, including patient support, is assessed as
ineffective (thus avoiding creating a deterrent to reporting); responsible
officers to ensure that appraisal for revalidation includes evidence of
activity concordant with local standards; NHSLA to make explicit that
national standards and local standards determine the legal standard of
care; GMC, NMC, and HPC to consider concordance with standards when
assessing Fitness to Practice and issuing professional guidance.

Recent events have highlighted that the NHS must do better by patients, their
families and its own staff in the wake of error, poor care and harm. The
taskforce has therefore recommended adoption of evidence-based standards
for rebuilding trust and confidence in all those affected by untoward outcomes,
which should be consistent with the findings of the review undertaken
by Professor Norman Williams and Sir David Dalton into statutory duty of
candour www.rcseng.ac.uk/policy/duty-of-candour-review.
The taskforce’s proposed strategy of profession-led standardisation, aligned
to education and harmonisation, will harness the knowledge and commitment
of professional and patient leaders to the goal of minimising harm. The
ultimate aim – to use the words of one of the taskforce’s online consultees – is
to create the conditions in which front line staff can provide the quality of care
they crave to give.
This taskforce report and its recommendations have now been endorsed by
the NHS England Surgical Services Patient Safety Expert Group. Formal
submission of the report to NHS England should signal the start of a wider
conversation about implementation with patient organisations, professionals,
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service leaders, regulators and other stakeholders identified in the taskforce’s
recommendations. Funding should now be identified for a programme of work,
to be led by professionals and representatives of the public interest jointly with
NHS England, to embed the strategy into practice.
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Chapter by chapter summary
Chapter one – Definitions and prevalence of surgical never
events in the NHS
This report presents the findings of the ‘surgical’ never events taskforce.
Never events are serious, largely preventable, patient safety incidents that
should not occur if the available preventative measures have been
implemented by healthcare providers. There are three ‘surgical’ never events:
wrong site surgery; wrong implant; and retained foreign object post-operation.
In 2012/13 a total of 329 surgical never events were reported to the Strategic
Executive Information System (STEIS). The most frequent was retained
foreign object post-operation. The taskforce undertook its work through
meetings, literature review, interviews with patients and professionals who
have experienced never events, and consultation with leaders in the field of
patient safety. We also ran an online consultation in association with the
Royal College of Surgeons. Comments were invited from patients,
professionals and organisations, and we received 638 responses.

Chapter two – The three ‘surgical’ never events: overview of
causes
A consistent and compelling message emerges from our evidence review and
consultation process.
This message is that a never event is almost invariably caused by multiple
factors. There is no single, simple cause underlying the occurrence of
‘surgical’ never events. Importantly, this means that no single, simple solution
will eliminate them.
Sources of error consistently recognised are:








intrinsic complexity of surgical technologies and procedures, allied to
the need to accommodate individual patient variation and preferences;
significant variation in professional approaches to safety related
processes (e.g. swab counting) leading to muddle, confusion and
failure to respect unfamiliar protocols;
failures in planning, organisation and co-ordination even where
resources and personnel are not an issue (e.g. operating lists that are
changed at the last minute, patient order being altered during operating
lists);
time pressures and the use of ‘work arounds’ to manage work
pressure;
unplanned events and distractions that disrupt work flow; and
general communication failures, which may be viewed as symptomatic
of the enormous challenge in communicating what needs to be
communicated in all of the above circumstances.
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Respondents to our consultation also highlighted risks created by:



poor professional behaviour ; and
chronic lack (or poor utilisation) of resources, creating an unsafe
operating environment.

Chapter three - Action to prevent the three ‘surgical’ never
events: evidence about the efficacy of interventions
We reviewed the evidence base for interventions to prevent each of the three
‘surgical’ never events. Strong evidence for efficacy is largely restricted to
specific technological interventions. Aside from evidence supporting use of
the WHO Surgical Safety Checklist, only weak evidence exists for approaches
to achieving complex organisation-wide change.
Wrong site surgery
A range of pre-operative checks, supported by protocols such as the WHO
Surgical Safety Checklist and pre- and post- list briefings are widely
advocated.
Retained foreign objects
It is widely accepted that manual counting systems are vulnerable to human
error. Technologies to prevent retained swabs rely on bar-coding and radio
frequency-tagging. Sophisticated calculation would be required to identify the
‘cost per prevented retained object’ using technological aids. We found no
evaluations of specific interventions designed to prevent other retained foreign
objects such as surgical instruments or guidewires.

Chapter four – Action to improve surgical safety (1) The World
Health Organization Surgical Safety Checklist
We were asked to examine the effectiveness of the roll-out of the World
Health Organization Surgical Safety Checklist in the NHS.
The WHO Checklist has had undoubted benefits, and the introduction of team
briefings before and after operating lists has met with support in many clinical
teams. But if safety checklists and team briefings are to prevent adverse
events as effectively in the NHS as they do in aviation, they require the same
commitment to: systematic standardisation; appropriate education and
training; rigorous enforcement; individual accountability; and adequate
resources.
In our assessment we drew on the NIHR-funded national evaluation
conducted by Imperial College London as well as the international literature.
The Checklist is perceived to work best when there is training and education
around its use in practice; it is modified to suit different surgical specialities
and the local context; when it is incorporated into existing processes; when
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staff receive data highlighting a positive impact at a local level; and when
senior surgeons actively drive and promote its use.
The Checklist is generally well received by patients.
Barriers to successful implementation include resistance from senior surgical
and anaesthetic staff; a perceived lack of support from hospital management;
a perception that the Checklist is time consuming and replicates systems
already in place; and that the Checklist has design faults.
Where the Checklist is used well, and particularly where surgeons visibly lead
the process, it can improve teamwork and concordance with optimal
processes of care (such as checking patient identity, the procedure,
administration of antibiotics). However, there is evidence that it has been
poorly implemented in a number of locations.

Chapter five – Action to improve surgical safety (2) Patient
Safety First ‘5 steps to safer surgery’
We also reviewed voluntary adoption of pre-list team briefings and post-list
debriefings. These have been found to be useful by teams adopting them,
although it is more difficult to ensure that all members of a team are able to be
present at post-list briefings. In our consultation process, team briefings (prelist in particular) received strong support from all grades of staff.

Chapter six – Action to improve surgical safety (3) Involving
patients in safety activity
Our evidence scan, responses to our consultation, and the experience of task
force members all suggest that there is some distance to go before we
understand how best to involve patients and carers in safety related activity.
At individual level, familiar forms of patient involvement in safety such as selfidentification, and collaboration in surgical site marking, may now be so much
a part of routine that they are not commonly viewed as patient involvement.
At service level, well-managed patient involvement can enhance service
design, increase transparency, and prompt vigilance by reminding staff of the
human consequences of error. Patients can also be valuable allies to clinical
staff demanding improvement.
However, when patients are recruited to activities where their version of
events challenges the organisation, their role is to propose or critique
technical solutions, where they are not given adequate support, or if they do
not see anything change, involvement works far less well.
There are also principled arguments against inappropriate reliance on patients
as ‘safety partners’. These relate to effectiveness and burdening patients with
responsibilities that they would be unable to fulfil.
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Chapter seven – Adopting a systematic approach to improve
surgical safety (1) Standardise, educate, harmonise
Against a background of intrinsic complexity in surgery and patient variation,
we propose there are four central causes of error that any effective strategy
should address. They are: (see figure below)

Variation in professional
practices (e.g. different
approaches to swab
counting); with associated
difficulties around
expectations of team
member performance (e.g.
scrub staff expertise,
approach and specificity of
instruction they require)

Inadequate resources (or
poor management of
resources) leading to
failure to secure a safe
surgical environment

Lack of understanding of
principles of safety in the
operating environment (at
organisational and
individual level) and/or
failure to act in
concordance with them

Human fallibility

A series of ‘fixes’ is unlikely to provide an effective solution. We are therefore
proposing a single strategy that consists of three interlocking elements.
At the centre of our strategy is the standardisation of operating environment
procedures. Standardisation must be linked to education and training for all
staff, including those managing the operating environment. Harmonisation of
surrounding activity such as resource allocation, commissioning, regulation,
and revalidation should ensure that professional and organisational incentives
and disincentives are aligned.
This process starts with NHS England, as a commissioning body, working in
collaboration with professionals and professional bodies to develop a
coherent framework of national standards for operating department practice,
and mandating provider concordance with the national standards. The
mandate may be achieved through contractual means or secondary
legislation. Providers will be required to develop, implement and enforce local
standards consistent with those developed nationally.
In proposing standardisation, we cannot stress too strongly that our intention
is not to introduce yet another set of boxes to tick. The aim of standardisation
is to embed best professional practice in clear standards, minimising the risks
of variation; thus maximising consistency of action across teams,
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organisations, and the health system. The principle underlying standardisation
is that everyone, from patients who ultimately undertake the risks of surgery,
to professionals who may unintentionally harm them, is entitled to know
exactly what standards of practice are expected.
In proposing education and training to support standardisation, we are
convinced that the most important safety asset the NHS owns is its staff. If
they possess a common understanding of principles of safer surgery, not only
will they be able to support each other to implement them but they will use
their intelligence and imagination in the service of future improvement.
In proposing harmonisation of all surrounding activity we aim to match human
and financial resources to operational need, reduce bureaucratic burden,
make regulation effective, and hold organisations or individuals accountable.
The overarching purpose of this system is to standardise core operating
environment processes, whilst also encouraging planned local innovation,
reinforcing provider and professional responsibility, and harmonising the
activities of a range of national stakeholders (such as regulators) and local
stakeholders (such as CCGs and Healthwatch).
We have set out in our proposals a process for developing national standards
that utilises the expertise of clinical and safety experts. The national standards
will be based on best evidence and best practice, drawing from World Health
Organization and other guidelines already promoted by medical royal colleges
and professional associations.

Chapter eight – Adopting a systematic approach to improve
surgical safety (2) The new safety landscape
In the Initial Government Response to the Report of the Mid-Staffordshire
NHS Trust Public Inquiry, national stakeholder signatories stated that it was
their common purpose to: “work together, collaborating on behalf of patients,
combining and co-ordinating our strengths on their behalf, sharing what we
know and taking collective responsibility for the quality of care that people
experience. We will be … unflinching in promoting what is excellent”.
We describe in our proposals how national standards will enable care
providers and other key stakeholders to standardise, educate, and harmonise
their activities when all surgical care is commissioned in concordance with
national standards. We believe that national standards will offer significant
reassurance to patients and commissioners that NHS surgical services will
meet the same standards for safety, whether treatment is provided by NHS
trusts or by other qualified providers.
A strong message to come out of the taskforce work is that, despite good
intentions, the NHS could do better at learning from serious incidents.
National standards will provide a national mechanism for incorporating the
learning from serious incidents into revised or new protocols and practice
guidance. They will become an authoritative point of reference updated in light
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of new thinking about optimal operating environment practice. Local standards
will in turn both be the source of, and mirror, these developments.
National standards will supply a baseline indication of the knowledge, skills
and attitudes required to make surgery safe. This will enable those with
responsibilities in education and training to identify, assess and respond to the
education and training needs of multi-professional teams. National standards
should inform provision across basic education, continuing professional
development and mandatory provider training.
National standards will supply professionals with an authoritative point of
reference, enabling them to advise, audit, review and challenge the provider
organisations within which they work. They will also provide a point of
reference for determining the legal standard of care, and hence its breach, in
respect of the professional practices with which it deals.
Finally, national standards provide a vehicle for focusing regulatory activity.
This has potential to promote consistency in assessment, to support
rationalisation in inspection, and to reduce bureaucratic burden.

Chapter nine – Implementing compassionate support after
never events and other serious incidents
No matter how good we become at preventing never events, they and other
serious incidents will happen. Just as we expect the airline industry to have a
clear plan in place for how to deal with crashes when they occur, so we
expect the NHS to provide appropriate support to patients, their supporters
and the professionals caring for them, when things go wrong. An appropriate
response after harm is a critical foundation stone of a just (and therefore safe)
culture.
The taskforce therefore considered the needs of patients and professionals
following never events and other adverse incidents. In this chapter we outline
a framework of seven standards that if implemented could satisfy the
requirements of making amends after harm. The taskforce recommends that
these evidence-based standards should be consistent with the findings of the
review undertaken by Professor Norman Williams and Sir David Dalton into
statutory duty of candour www.rcseng.ac.uk/policy/duty-of-candour-review.

Chapter ten – Views on how to improve the learning from
never events
Finally, we present views from the consultation about how the NHS might
better learn from never events. Robust mechanisms for disseminating
learning throughout a mixed public/private health economy may become
increasingly important if commissioners take the opportunity to award more
contracts to qualified providers.
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Many respondents chose to comment on the benefits of standardisation when
invited to suggest what could be done nationally. Additionally, there is an
appetite for learning from thematic reviews of recent patient safety incidents,
delivered in a variety of ways to meet different learning styles.
It is apparent that there is huge variation in how effectively NHS trusts
disseminate the lessons of serious incidents. Peer review has received
favourable attention in the research literature and there are indications in our
consultation that it may be a welcome but currently under-used approach.
Revalidation was also viewed as a potentially powerful lever to focus
professional attention on learning from serious incidents.
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Sophie’s story
A surgeon removed the incorrect facial lesion from a female patient.
Sophie, a retired registered nurse and health visitor, was referred by GP for
specialist opinion after discovering an abnormal growth near her eye. A basal
cell carcinoma was suspected.
Sophie was seen in outpatient at her local hospital and referred for surgery. A
series of administrative errors and miscommunications delayed Sophie’s
operation date, which was finally scheduled three months after her initial
referral.
The procedure was to be completed over two appointments within the same
week. Sophie was anxious. She had recently failed two bowel screenings and
feared that the problem with her gut might be a secondary cancer. When she
arrived for her surgery, it was the second day of five that Sophie would spend
at the hospital for various appointments that week.
Sophie was told that the consultant surgeon, whom she had expected would
perform the operation, was on holiday. Another staff grade surgeon would
perform the first stage of the procedure. Sophie was surprised and
complained. She was told she could cancel the appointment and rebook if she
wished. Sophie desperately wanted to be treated, so went ahead. The
hospital was keen to proceed to avoid a waiting time breach.
The surgeon who was to perform the operation had been expecting a day in
clinic. On arrival at work she discovered she would be operating instead. She
was running late. A new pre-list briefing session had been introduced during
the previous week following a CQC inspection. This further delayed the list
start time, as people were unfamiliar with the new process. The operation site
was not marked before Sophie went into theatre. A local anaesthetic was
given and the operation was performed. Sophie later discovered that the
checklist recorded the site as “marked”, the form having been completed
ahead of the list to “save time”.
Two days later, Sophie returned for completion of the procedure.
Histopathology reported that the lesion was non-malignant. The second
operation was therefore not considered necessary but some re-suturing was
needed. The original consultant surgeon performed the procedure. When
Sophie asked if he had had a good holiday he said that he had not been on
holiday. He said that he only worked on alternate Tuesdays in this hospital. It
later transpired that he had been on leave but had not given the required
notice to cancel his list. Sophie was upset that she had been misinformed.
(continued/-)
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Three days following the procedure the wound dressing came loose. Sophie
examined the wound area, which was very red. She noticed that the suture
line was in a position away from the lesion area. Sophie realised that the
original lesion was still there. After an urgent referral to the hospital, a third
doctor who had no access to her notes saw Sophie. After escalating her
complaint to a senior manager, the surgeon who had performed the first
procedure was called.
Although the surgeon acknowledged she had operated a lesion that Sophie
had not expected, she would not admit that a mistake had been made.
An urgent appointment was made for Sophie to see the original consultant
surgeon. Sophie sensed a defensive attitude when she arrived. She felt no
one believed her that the wrong lesion had been operated on. Sophie left
feeling that she was being blamed for the error.
“The one thing about all this which really won't go away is how awful the
consultation was with the surgeon when I went back. He made out that he
couldn’t see the original lesion. I said to him that I didn’t blame him to try and
improve the atmosphere and make him be sympathetic and pleasant. I just
felt he was trying to minimise it.”
A biopsy was arranged for the following week.
The original lesion proved positive for basal cell carcinoma.
(See Appendix 1 for information about this story)
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Chapter one – Definitions and prevalence of ‘Surgical’ never
events in the NHS
Never events are serious, largely preventable, patient safety
incidents that should not occur if the available preventative
measures have been implemented by healthcare providers.
There are three ‘surgical’ never events defined below. They
are the subject of this report.

Following publication of the updated Never Events Policy Framework in
October 2012, NHS England announced the creation of ‘a taskforce to look at
surgical never events in order to make sure that these events are eradicated
from NHS surgery’. The taskforce was formed in March 2013 and asked to
present recommendations to NHS England by 31 July 2013. Our terms of
reference and membership are set out in Appendix 1.
The taskforce undertook its work through meetings, an evidence scan,
interviews with patients and professionals who have experienced never
events, and consultation with leaders in the field of patient safety. We also ran
an online consultation in association with the Royal College of Surgeons
(June - July 2013). Comments were invited from patients, professionals and
organisations, and we received 638 responses. We have used comments
from the consultation throughout the report. They express the varied opinions
of clinicians and managers in the service as well as views from a handful of
patients and supporters, lawyers, researchers and others with an interest in
reducing never events. They cannot of course be treated as representative of
the totality of views on any given topic.
Comments submitted to our online consultation are included
throughout the report in this format [including type of
respondent]

‘Surgical’ never events in the policy context
The purpose of the never events framework is to protect patients from
avoidable harm through promoting the adoption of known preventative
measures, transparent disclosure, and accountability.
According to the US Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality the term
"Never Event" was first introduced in 2001 by Ken Kizer, former CEO of the
National Quality Forum. He used it to refer to particularly egregious errors
(such as wrong-site surgery) that should never occur. The concept of never
events was introduced to the NHS in England in April 2009, following Lord
Darzi’s report High Quality Care for All (DH, 2008). The National Patient
Safety Agency selected eight types of preventable patient safety incident to
test the never events initiative, and issued a policy framework containing
guidance for commissioners and providers. This framework was updated in
2010, strengthening requirements for recording the occurrence of never

20

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

events; clarifying roles and responsibilities; and emphasising the learning that
could be achieved following an incident. It also highlighted that a condition of
Care Quality Commission registration included statutory notification of serious
incidents, which include never events.
The never events policy framework permits commissioners to withhold
payments for an episode of care where it has fallen below acceptable
standards. However, the framework states that cost recovery after the
occurrence of a never event should be secondary to reporting and learning
from it. Commissioners therefore have discretion to waive the cost recovery
process according to their judgment of the circumstances of the never event,
and the quality of the provider’s response.
The never events framework was last updated in 2012. Never events are also
included in the NHS Serious Incidents Framework, reissued in March 2013,
which sets out roles and responsibilities in relation to the occurrence of
serious incidents.

The three ‘surgical’ never events
There are currently 25 specified never events, of which only three have been
defined as ‘surgical’ never events for consideration by the taskforce. Whilst
we have called them ‘surgical’ never events, it should be noted – as many of
our consultees pointed out – that they may occur in a range of settings.
Equally, some of the other 22 never events could occur in the operating
theatre environment. The ‘surgical’ never events are described below using
the NHS England definitions.
Wrong site surgery
A surgical intervention performed on the wrong site (for example wrong knee,
wrong eye, wrong patient, wrong limb, or wrong organ). The incident is
detected at any time after the start of the operation and the patient requires
further surgery, on the correct site, and/or may have complications following
the wrong surgery.
 Includes biopsy, radiological procedures and drain insertion, where the
intervention is considered surgical.
 Excludes wrong site anaesthetic block.
 Excludes interventions where the wrong site is selected because of
unknown/unexpected abnormalities in the patient’s anatomy. This
should be documented in the patient’s notes.
Wrong implant
Surgical placement of the wrong implant or prosthesis where the
implant/prosthesis placed in the patient is other than that specified in the
operating plan either prior to or during the procedure. The incident is detected
at any time after the implant/prosthesis is placed in the patient and the patient
requires further surgery to replace the incorrect implant/prosthesis and/or
suffers complications following the surgery.
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Excludes where the implant/prosthesis placed in the patient is
intentionally different from the operating plan, where this is based on
clinical judgement at the time of the operation.
Excludes where the implant/prosthesis placed in the patient is
intentionally planned and placed but later found to be suboptimal.

Retained foreign object post-procedure
Retention of a foreign object in a patient after a surgical/ invasive procedure.
‘Surgical/ invasive procedure’ includes interventional radiology, cardiology and
interventions related to vaginal birth.
‘Foreign object’ includes any items that should be subject to a formal
counting/ checking process at the commencement of the procedure and a
counting/ checking process before the procedure is completed (such as
swabs, needles, instruments and guidewires) except where:





items are inserted during the procedure but are intentionally retained
after completion of the procedure, with removal planned for a later time
or date;
items are known to be missing prior to the completion of the procedure
and may be within the patient (e.g. screw fragments, drill bits) but
where further action to locate and/or retrieve would be impossible or be
more damaging than retention; and
items were inserted at an earlier date or time and not removed as
planned during a later surgical/ invasive procedure.

Reporting mechanisms and prevalence of ‘surgical’ never
events
The NHS in England has two reporting systems, neither of which is able to
supply an entirely reliable picture of the prevalence of never events.
One is the National Reporting and Learning System (NRLS), which retrieves
data on a wide variety of incidents via local risk management reporting
systems. In April 2010, it became mandatory for NHS organisations to report
all patient safety incidents that result in severe harm or death to the NRLS. In
addition, since April 2011 all NHS organisations have been required to flag
never events in incident reports to NRLS. All patient incident reports
submitted to the NRLS which are categorised as resulting in severe harm or
death are individually reviewed by clinicians for NHS England, so that action
may be taken at national level where appropriate.
The second database is that formerly maintained by the Strategic Health
Authorities (SHAs), the Strategic Executive Information System (STEIS). The
Serious Incident Framework, which covers never events, requires serious
incidents to be reported on STEIS within two working days of occurrence.
Never events should be flagged at the time of reporting, and must be reported
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to the Care Quality Commission (CQC) via the NRLS. Foundation Trusts have
in the past been required to report to the NRLS but not to STEIS.
Not surprisingly there is confusion across NHS organisations about reporting
to both or either the NRLS and STEIS, and questions surrounding the
reliability of data in either system. Analysis of the numbers and types of never
events reported to both systems indicates that reporting is not consistent.
Moreover, it is not possible to view figures in annual series, because reporting
mechanisms have been inconsistent from year to year.
A reconciliation process conducted on data from the two systems for 20112012 indicated that STEIS probably contained the more comprehensive data
on never events.
Surgical never events reported 2012 – 2013
Never event

Number of never events
reported to SHAs 2012/13

Wrong site surgery
Wrong implant/prosthesis
Retained foreign object post-operation

83
42
130

Total of all never events reported (including
non-surgical never events)

329

Notes on the data:


The total given above is for never events of all types for which reporting is
mandatory. The taskforce was asked to look only at the three types of
surgical never events.



Some never events may only become apparent a considerable time after
they occur. This was the case with the wrong implant case that we
illustrate in the A Surgeon’s Story case study on page 37. There it was
only on review in an outpatient clinic 12 months after the procedure that it
was reported the implant did not perform as well as might be expected.
Similarly, cases of ‘gossypiboma’ (a term emanating from the US
literature) have been reported (e.g. Zahiri 2011). Gossypiboma is an
aseptic fibrinous response resulting in tissue adhesions or foreign body
granuloma, where symptoms may not be present for months or years
following surgery.



The figures given above do not include never events which were
unreported, for whatever reason.



Current reporting systems enable us to identify the number of surgical
never events by region, but it has not been possible to retrieve the total
number of people admitted to hospital for surgical care or non-Caesarean
birth by region. Moreover, we cannot provide a reliable series of annual
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figures. As it is impossible to make any inference about prevalence by
region, we have included only the national figure.
The Serious Incidents framework and current safety surveillance
Serious incidents were defined in the 2010 National Framework for Reporting
and Learning from Serious Incidents Requiring Investigation. Never events
may not result in severe harm or death to patients. However, all never events
are automatically treated as serious incidents, primarily because they are
viewed as preventable and may therefore be indicative of poor safety culture
within an organisation.
The Serious Incident Framework outlines the roles and responsibilities of
organisations in relation to serious incidents including never events.

Organisation

Responsibilities

Provider of NHS funded care

Responding, reporting, investigating
and implementing actions following a
serious incident.
Holding to account NHS funded
acute, community, mental health and
ambulance providers for their
responses to SIs and where
appropriate commissioning and
coordinating serious incident
investigations.
Holding to account providers of NHS
funded primary care, specialised care
and other directly commissioned
services (e.g. screening and
immunisation, healthy child) for their
responses to serious incidents and,
where appropriate, commissioning
and coordinating serious incident
investigations.
Oversight of serious incident
investigations undertaken in NHS
funded acute, community, mental
health and ambulance care including
reviewing trends, quality analysis and
early warnings via Quality
Surveillance Groups.

Clinical Commissioning Groups
(CCGs)

NHS England as direct commissioner

NHS England assurance
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Organisation

Responsibilities

NHS Trust Development Authority
(TDA)

Supporting NHS trusts in ensuring
they have effective systems and
processes in place in relation to
serious incidents, coordinating
responses where necessary
alongside commissioners. Using
relevant intelligence and information
to inform their role in providing
accountability of NHS trusts.
Identifying intelligence and learning to
be shared at national level and
facilitating such learning and sharing.
Keeping the SI management system
under review, particularly to mitigate
risks following transition.2

NHS England national policy team

Since the abolition of the NPSA, NHS England has assumed the responsibility
for ensuring that the NHS responds to and learns from patient safety
incidents. It is planning to rationalise reporting systems and the NHS England
Patient Safety Domain continues to provide oversight of the data.
It is expected that the Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs) will define
requirements for responding to serious incidents in contracts with providers,
including quality surveillance and assurance.

2

The Serious Incident Framework does not include a role for Monitor
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Chapter two - The three ‘surgical’ never events: overview of
causes
“No place epitomizes the complexity of health care delivery better than
the Operating Room (OR) where there is the routine interface of
heterogeneous, variously trained personnel using high technology
equipment while providing service to an unconscious, anesthetized
patient. In fact it is most helpful to think of the modern OR as a
complex adaptive system that consists of (1) heterogeneous
interdependent decision making agents; (2) who interact frequently with
each other; and (3) develop a characteristic called emergence which
arises when the whole actually begins to perform better than the sum
of its parts…Anyone who has worked in a highly functioning OR over
time can understand how this entity can evolve but also how rare and
difficult it is to achieve.” (Gibbs, 2012)
In this chapter we outline the causal explanations for never events presented
in the research literature, and augment these with views expressed through
our public consultation.
We conducted an evidence scan of the published literature on the three types
of surgical never events, and included in this some of the literature on human
factors in surgery. The evidence scan underpins this chapter, and a
bibliography in included in Appendix 2.
Most of the published data on prevalence and causes of surgical never events
derive from retrospective review of reported cases, which have been drawn
from a variety of databases. These include national and state-wide reporting
systems in the UK and US, and databases of malpractice claims.
Retrospective review of such data gives an incomplete picture of prevalence
and cause. Fear of retribution for making a report, avoidance of blame for
error, or a wish to escape financial penalty deter reporting. Reporting systems
therefore under represent the frequency of serious incidents, including never
events. Claims databases are even less representative of the pattern of
events, because many events will not lead to insurance claims or legal action.
Finally, the analysis of the data can only be as good as the data in the
database. The account of causation that is recorded in a database is several
steps removed from reality. Moreover it is highly unlikely to include patients’
views about what happened.
However, it is fair to say that a consistent and compelling message emerges
from the literature analysing these different data sources.
This message is that there is no single or simple cause underlying the
occurrence of the events under review. Importantly, this means that no single
solution will eliminate never events.
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Views on cause in our public consultation
The views on the causes of surgical never events expressed in our
consultation were wholly consistent with the findings from formal research.
We have therefore, where appropriate, included illustrative comments from
the consultation in our overview of the literature.

Human factors in surgery
In their 2012 analytic review of human factors in surgery, Shouhed et al
(2012) noted:
“Operating rooms are commonly intricate, high-stress environments occupied
by a broad array of technological tools and inter-disciplinary staff. The
operating room has a unique set of team dynamics, as professionals from
multiple specialties whose goals and training differ widely are required to work
in a closely coordinated fashion. This complex setting provides multiple
opportunities for sub-optimal communication, clashing motivations, and errors
arising not from technical incompetence but from cognitive biases, poor
interpersonal skills, and substandard environmental factors.”
We do not share the learning as well as we might. The ‘system’
often ‘lays the ground’ for the never event to occur. [Surgeon]

Reviewing the factors that negatively affect surgical performance, and
primarily citing data from studies in the US, Shouhed et al grouped the human
factors that precipitate never events into three categories:




problems in the operating room environment, largely resulting from
interactions between humans and technology;
problems with communication; and
problems in team functioning.

The operating room environment becomes a source of error through factors
such as clutter, congestion, excessive noise, poor lighting, uncomfortable
temperature, equipment with ill-designed user interfaces, and equipment that
is poorly maintained or not available when required.
Equipment and implants must be available for each list, so teams
are not sharing or competing for them [ODP]

Miscommunication and partial communication are widely recognised to be
one of the primary sources of error in the complex surgical environment.
Examples of communication error include inattention and inaccuracy,
misleading theatre lists, ambiguous abbreviations in notes, misunderstanding
of instructions and requests, mishearing, misreading, and muddled
information in handover.
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Safety briefings don't stop never events. The two we had in this
trust happened because we were not accurate at the briefing about
what we were doing; and not enough attention was paid.
[Anaesthetist]

Studies frequently cite communication issues as the leading cause of serious
incidents, but we should be careful to view communication failure in the
context of the environmental demands of modern operating rooms. The more
complex and pressurised the environment, the higher order are the
communication systems and skills required by it. Communication failures are
therefore at least as much a product of the system as they are of individual
error.
Human error does not occur in isolation: there is always an
organisational context [Surgeon]

Team functioning is not the same as communication; although the two are
often treated as synonymous and do indeed overlap. Team functioning is
about the coordination of work between people in different roles with specific
and unique skills.
All great live performances rely on skilled personnel who know how to carry
out the task at hand, adequate planning, sufficient rehearsal, good timing and
coordination, etc. Surgery is no different. Errors may arise from not having
appropriate skills on hand in the team, team members being unfamiliar with
different approaches to procedures, inadequate planning and briefing, failure
to carry out checks effectively either before or after a procedure, assuming
something has been done and not double checking, not speaking up when
things are thought to be amiss, disruptions to the flow of work, etc. Team
functioning becomes more difficult when teams are composed of fluctuating
members working under pressure. It can also be negatively affected by the
opposite, when teams become confident, comfortable, but less vigilant.
In an observational study of cardiac surgery, Wiegmann et al (2007)
demonstrated how the three factors of environment, communication and team
functioning interact to produce error. Errors increase significantly when the
flow of work is disrupted by equipment and technology problems, difficulty in
accessing resources, communication failures, impaired teamwork, and
extraneous interruptions.
These difficulties were frequently reflected in comments in our online
consultation.
Never events result from latent system issues, lack of awareness
and insight into risk by individuals, lack of standardised practice and
usable protocols, and good practice / theatre discipline being
diluted. [Peri-operative nurse, theatre manager, safety expert]
Allow all members to do the checks not just surgeons and scrub
staff. Make sure there are no distractions on surgeons from
management or wards. Make sure the team are left to concentrate
on one case at a time. [ODP]
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Weigmann’s picture of how systemic and work design weaknesses contribute
to error holds true in human factors analysis of NHS never events.
A review of nine English surgical never events carried out by the Clinical
Human Factors Group (CHFG) identified seven factors common to two or
more cases. Grouped according to Shouhed’s classification, they included:






Operating theatre environment
o unfamiliar theatre layout, or equipment that disorientated or
distracted surgical staff; and
o time pressures that encouraged staff to take short cuts, omit
safety checks or make errors when rushed.
Communication
o ineffective site marking practices;
o confusing notation in patient records and notes, including
misleading or ambiguous abbreviations; and
o difficulties in communicating with patients because translation
was not available.
Team functioning (includes coordination, anticipation, leadership,
decision-making, situational awareness)
o not using the World Health Organization safe surgery checklist
to anticipate safety issues;
o staff changes, interruptions and distractions; and
o ineffective leadership.

We would emphasise that even though both Shouhed and CHFG are
conducting human factors analysis, they classify the human factors slightly
differently. CHFG’s analysis considered environmental factors more widely
than Shouhed and colleagues. As well as looking at the operating theatre
environment, CHFG identified causal factors elsewhere in the system:







Information, data and records
o Delays in patient records being filed
o Information not being available at team meetings
Job design and responsibilities
o Management meetings conflicting with theatre schedules
o Excessive workload allowing insufficient time to read notes
before operating
Work design
o Staff breaks and interruptions were not planned for
o WHO checklist was treated as a burden to be managed without
reviewing work patterns
Culture and organisation
o Unrealistic expectations of staff to cope with time pressures and
workload
o Staff acceptance of time pressures causing shortcuts and
failures to follow procedure
o Hierarchies prevented staff speaking up or asking for help
o Poor safety culture meant the World Health Organization safe
surgery checklist was perceived as a burden rather than a tool
for staff to protect against errors.
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Never events are usually systematic problems that can be
overcome by systematic review and implementation of changes
based on evidence. [Surgeon]
Never events demonstrate a need for systematic and standardised
processes, effective team building, cross speciality learning,
improved assessment of risk, and system design to reduce the
possibility of human error. [Deputy Medical Director]

Research literature on specific never events
The literature we review below gives us some insight into risk factors (which
are associated with untoward incidents, but do not directly bring them about),
systems factors (which increase the likelihood of risks materialising), causal
factors (which directly contribute to the unwanted outcome), and specialty
specific challenges.

Wrong site, wrong procedure and wrong patient
Seiden and Barach conducted an extensive study of wrong-side/wrong-site,
wrong-procedure, and wrong-patient adverse events in the US between 1990
& 2005 (Seiden 2006). Analysing several databases they listed the common
causes, grouping them into human causes, patient-related factors and
procedural factors.


Human causes cited by Seiden and Barach include high workload,
fatigue, multiple team members, diffusion of authority and lack of
accountability, team communication, changes of personnel, haste,
inexperience, and incompetence.
Authority should be across the team and all members’ contribution
should be acknowledged and acted upon. Often the non-doctor staff
are 'bullied' into actions that they know are wrong. [ODP]



So-called patient factors (this is not in our view an entirely appropriate
label, as it seems to suggest that patients are the cause of error).
These included patients not consulted before block or anaesthesia,
patient confusion about side, site, or procedure, patients having the
same name as another patient, and patients being under stress prior to
a procedure so mistakenly verifying facts that are incorrect.
Suggestion for improvement: Robust medical records system over
entire NHS, one number, one barcode for individual patients from
GP/dental referral to hospital. [Peri-operative nurse]
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Procedural factors included the wrong side draped and prepped,
conducting similar or same procedures back-to-back in the same room,
not observing marked site or marking the wrong site, and not crosschecking for consistency in consent form, patient chart, and theatre list.

A US review of wrong site surgery cases revealed that multiple errors
occurred along the patient pathway to the operating theatre, and multiple
defences failed which might have caught the mistakes (Clarke 2008). The
review supports Gibbs’ conclusion that: “inadequate standardization of
practices and poor training and enforcement of practices provide the latent
factors which exist that sets OR personnel up for failure.” (Gibbs 2012)
In addition, the specialty literature from the UK and the US has noted a range
of specialty-specific challenges in relation to wrong site surgery.
These include difficulties in site marking for tooth extraction (Knepil 2013),
ambiguity in site marking in head and neck surgery (Liou 2013), and errors in
identifying correct level in spinal surgery (Devine 2010, Longo 2012). Overall,
specialty-specific risks appear to arise in the main from difficulties in
standardising practice in highly specialised fields, implementing appropriate
site-marking protocols in special circumstances, and inherent anatomical
complexity.
Wrong implant

There is scant published literature on wrong implant never events. Intraocular
lens implantation (following cataract removal) is one of the most common
elective surgical procedures, so it also features prominently in the wrong
implant literature.
In a 2011 review of incidents involving implantation of an incorrect intraocular
lens reported to the National Reporting and Learning System (Kelly 2011) the
findings were consistent with those relating to other surgical never events.
The authors noted that: “many errors in IOL implantation were not complex
technological issues, but the result of poor organisation such as misfiling or
misreading of biometry printouts, transcription mix-ups, and communication
breakdowns between the operating surgeon and nursing staff.”
Although there may be specific technical reasons for a wrong implant being
used, the reasons for the error may be the same as in cases of wrong site
surgery.
The never event demonstrated greater awareness of the need to
‘pause’ in order to check that the patient is the correct one, that the
team is all agreed on the site/side that is being operated, therefore
reducing wrong implants being placed in patient. [ODP]
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Retained foreign objects
The US and UK experience of retained surgical instruments is similar, with the
most common retained instrument the cotton gauze surgical swab (the term in
the US literature is surgical sponge). Other foreign bodies include: patties,
pledgets, blades, suture and hypodermic needles, clips, clamps, surgical
instruments and medical devices not designed for implantation during the
procedure.
Reports consistently identify the abdomen/pelvis, chest and the vagina as the
commonest location for retained swabs. While copious blood loss and number
of sponges used are risk factors, Gibbs noted that: “sponges have been
retained when only 10 sponges were used and small biopsy or skin incision
made.” (Gibbs 2012)
Gibbs also draws attention to increased incidence of retained guidewires,
sheaths and catheters found after interventional vascular, cardiac and
radiological procedures. As these are performed at varied sites outside of the
core operating theatre environment, the implications are significant. The risk
of retained objects affects an ever-larger range of providers of invasive
procedures, and any strategy to prevent these never events in NHS care will
have to take account of the range of locations for invasive procedures.
Surgical never events don’t just happen in theatre. We do
procedures in outpatients without the same controls. Do we count
everything that we put in and out of body cavities? [Other
professional, role not identified]

WHO Checklist needs to apply in non-theatre settings where
invasive procedures take place, such as outpatients. Identity checks
are important. So is listing of patients, inexperience and unfamiliarity
with implantable devices. [Manager]

In a comprehensive recent review of research on retained surgical swabs,
needles and instruments, Hariharan & Lobo (2013) report a variety of risk
factors (further confirmed in research published after their review). They
identify a number of risk factors associated with the occurrence of this form of
never event:




Patient-related risk factors include the extent of blood loss, and patient
body mass index. Several studies converge on finding that risk of a
retained foreign object rises in line with the duration of surgery, and
also when complications arise during a procedure.
Consistent with the emphasis in human factors analyses, work design
is a significant source of risk. The risks of retained instruments rise with
changes in perioperative staff during a procedure, where multiple
surgical teams are present. (These factors may be associated with
duration of surgery and complexity of procedure, as above). An
additional risk factor is equipment failure (Moffat-Bruce 2012).
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Generally it is human error that is the main culprit, however,
additional factors are late running lists, distraction of the team at
swab count and loss of the lead surgeon towards the end of the
case before the final count. Safety relies on the ability of the scrub
nurse to assert themselves over the team when there is doubt
(“swab missing” “no it will be in the bag, don't worry”). We must instil
a little of the fearsome dragon into the scrub staff so that they are
heard. [ODP]

It is clear that the sheer unreliability of counting may constitute a source of
error, even when staff strive hard to comply with count protocols. As Gibbs
notes:
“Traditional means of accounting for sponges has relied on the longstanding
practice of counting. Observational audits and focused reviews of cases of
retained sponges has shown that the practice of counting sponges is highly
variable between ORs and even within rooms in the same OR suite. This
variation leads to sources of error ...Examination of cases of retained sponges
have often revealed that the sponges were counted during the procedure but
no one knows where the error occurred or how the sponge was retained. In
fact, overall about 80% of retained sponge cases occur in the setting of a
correct count.” (Gibbs, 2012)
Count errors increase when there are multiple nursing teams present in
theatre, personnel changes during the procedure, when surgery is of long
duration, and when procedures are performed late in the day. (Hariharan
2013)
Appropriateness of scrub nurse skill and experience and staff
availability needs to be taken into account. [Medical Director]
The never event showed the importance of communication and for
junior members of staff to be supported and feel confident in
challenging surgeons when there is any type of discrepancy or
query over the surgical procedure. Also, for all the theatre team to
understand the importance of the counts and various checking
procedures that necessitate safe surgery. At no stage should any
bullying behaviour be allowed or tolerated, i.e. interruptions during
counts or lack of acknowledgement by the surgical team of the final
count. [Nurse]

Investigating and describing cause
Reviewing the literature it is striking that there is as yet no commonly
accepted international framework for investigating and describing the causes
of surgical preventable events.


Some of the research we have reviewed is underpinned by analysis of
human factors. Human factors analysis accounts for error by looking at
human-human and human-technology interaction across organisational
systems. However, even within human factors analysis the focus of
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inquiry might be the operating environment, or analysis might trace
error through whole organisational systems.


Some of the reviewed research aims to identify specific risk factors
associated with poor outcomes. The ranking of risk factors seen in
retrospective quantitative risk analysis is very different from an accident
analysis through the lens of human factors. Quantitative risk analysis
does not look for cause as such. Rather, it identifies an association –
such as BMI - that directs attention to possible sources of error.



Some of the research has adopted a legalistic account of cause. This is
shaped by the requirements for pursuing or defending a legal action, so
tends to focus on individual responsibility for one or more actions or
omissions. If a surgeon makes a culpable error, it is of no legal
relevance that he or she was working under stress because of a bed
shortage. Legalistic analysis is therefore less interested in the totality of
surrounding circumstances.



Finally, there is a slender research base testing the frames of reference
(Wallace 2010, Mahajan 2010). These include the effectiveness of root
cause analysis (Khorsandi 2012) and a framework for discussing
events in Mortality and Morbidity meetings (Mitchell 2013).

Several consultees, as well as members of the taskforce, drew attention to the
relationship between the quality of investigations and the quality of remedial
action.
In the absence of an authoritative approach to investigating and
understanding sources of error, it is more challenging to design, prioritise and
gain consensus around potential solutions.
The lessons from never events are that human error is inevitably
compounded by system error. The other concern is that people
tasked to ‘investigate’ these events have no training and often no
experience relative to the case or system within the theatre. Look at
aviation: investigations aren't done by air hostesses and pilots they
are carried out by trained investigators who have an open mind and
are not part of the airline company involved. [Anaesthetist]

Overview of evidence as to cause
Sources of error that are consistently recognised in the literature are:



intrinsic complexity of surgical technologies and procedures, allied to
the need to accommodate individual patient variation and preferences;
significant variation in professional approaches to safety related
processes (e.g. swab counting) leading to muddle, confusion and
failure to respect unfamiliar protocols;
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failures in planning, organisation and coordination even where
resources and personnel are not an issue (e.g. operating lists that are
changed at the last minute, patient order being altered during operating
lists);
time pressures and the use of ‘work arounds’ to manage work
pressure;
unplanned events and distractions that disrupt work flow; and
general communication failures, which may be viewed as symptomatic
of the enormous challenge in communicating what needs to be
communicated in all of the above circumstances.
Pressure and stress add to the likelihood of never events. Poor
communication adds to the likelihood of never events. Surgeons on
the list not being the surgeon who saw the patient in clinic, or the
surgeon who saw the patient on the day of surgery, adds to the
likelihood of a never event. [Anaesthetist]

Professional behaviour
With the exception of research into implementation of the World Health
Organization Surgical Safety Checklist (see chapter four) and a recent article
by Mehtsun et al (2013), the literature is peculiarly muted on individual
professional responsibility for implementing safety procedures.
Mehtsun’s review of US malpractice claims data found that 12.4% of
physicians named in a surgical never event claim were later named in at least
one future surgical never event claim.
Our public and expert consultation also presents a clear picture of individual
professional failure alongside systemic issues: e.g. not using the World Health
Organization Checklist properly, harassment of junior staff, incompetence,
failure to raise concerns and so on. Comments in the consultation supply a
flavour of the culture that may prevail in some theatres, departments or
organisations.
The WHO Checklist is being used just as that - a checklist - without
really understanding the philosophy behind it. Some surgeons just
don’t buy into it. [Perioperative professional]
Staff complete the Checklist even when behaviour of team
members is not inclusive and appropriate…Unwitting bullies in the
system which creates pressure to engage in work arounds and to
cut corners. Lack of a speaking up culture and fear of retribution.
[Perioperative professional]
There is poor compliance with the swab count. Senior medical staff
are not aware of the correct protocols. Midwives and medical team
do not always work together as a team...[Manager]
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While I was not involved in a never event I was a witness to a
practitioner taking an unnecessary risk that could have resulted in a
Retained Foreign Object. A mentor who was supposed to be
teaching me safe practice failed to do instrument counts on an open
abdominal surgery case. When I reported this I was targeted for
removal, but the ODP continued to teach students. [Non-surgical
medical practitioner]

Resources
The safety research literature is equally silent on the question of resourcing. It
is evident that never events occur in well-resourced organisations with wellresourced and committed teams. However, it is equally clear from our
consultation process that some never events or near misses are symptomatic
of organisations seriously under pressure.
Provide us with the resources we need: theatre nurses, trained, and
experienced in the specialities they are to be assigned to. There is
no such thing as a ‘generic’, ‘can-do-anything’, theatre nurse. Keep
an eye on theatre Recovery. This is the one key indicator of a
hospital's performance: if Recovery is blocked with patients who
should not be there, then hospital management has failed. Usually it
is blocked with HDU /ITU patients, or patients who should be on the
ward (or at home) but there is no process to move them on (no ward
beds, no nurses, no porters). Provide enough staff, so that the
consultant neurosurgeon does not have to mop the theatre floor.
[Anaesthetist]
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High level overview of causes with potential systemic solutions
Problem
Variation in professional
practices (e.g. different
approaches to swab counting)
and inconsistent expectations
in team (e.g. level of scrub
staff expertise and specificity
of instructions required).
Lack of understanding of
principles of safety in the
operating environment (at
organisational and individual
level) and/or failure to act in
concordance with them.
Inadequate resources to
ensure safe surgical
environment.

Potential solution
Standardisation, with multiprofessional training for
implementing operational
standards.

Background responsibility*
NHS England
Providers
Commissioners
Regulators
Professional associations

Operational responsibility**
Professional concordance
Management concordance

Standardisation, with multiprofessional training to
operational standards; with
education in principles of
safety and training to support
behavioural skills.
Standardisation, with
resources allocated to meet
standards (one without the
other is insufficient).

NHS England
Health Education England
Commissioners
Regulators
Professional associations

Professional concordance
Management concordance
Provider (induction and
training)

Providers
Managers
Professionals (responsibility to
raise concerns)

Human fallibility.

Risk assessment, work design
and ergonomics (human
factors), and safety training.

Department of Health
NHS England
Commissioners
Professional associations
(advisory role)
NHS England
Professional associations

Providers
Professional associations

*By background responsibility, we mean responsibility to provide the conditions for concordance: e.g. consult, develop, update, maintain,
commission, implement at organisational level, enforce, regulate etc.
**By operational responsibility, we mean responsibility on the ground for activity concordant with safety requirements.
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A surgeon’s story
An experienced surgeon put the wrong sized implant into a male patient
during a hip replacement.
The surgical team work together regularly. The team was an early adopter of
the WHO Surgical Safety Checklist. They are strong supporters of both pre
and post-op briefings, which have been part of their routine practice for
several years. They work in a very busy environment where rapid surgical
technique and turnaround is the norm. Expectations regarding continuous
efficiency gains are an uncomfortable part of daily life.
During the pre-operative briefing, the implant sizes were discussed. The hip
implant comprises four elements. The socket and a separate liner are packed
together in one box, the head in a second, and the stem in a third. Each
element can be of a different size to suit the patient, and each has specific
measurement. The head though has two measurements – the head diameter,
which must fit snugly with the socket that is fitted, and the length, which is an
independent variable. One combination of these implant sizes was considered
most likely to suit the patient, but another was brought into theatre as a
contingency.
The surgeon made the final size decisions regarding size during a visual
examination after the commencement of surgery. He was passed the correct
sized socket, which was then positioned. When ready for the head of the
implant, the surgeon asked for a “+5” a reference to the length not the
diameter of the head. The diameter is not normally specified at that point as
this it is automatically defined by the size of the cup, which had already been
implanted. It was seen as a given by all involved.
The runner passed the head to the scrub practitioner who confirmed the
length as “+5” but not the diameter. The surgeon assumed that he was being
passed a head that matched the socket.
The socket and the head of the implants are packaged separately. The head
length is identifiable on the box under a cellophane wrapper. The head
diameter however is amongst other text and less prominent. Some
manufacturers colour code the boxes, this manufacturer does not.
The operation was duly completed; the sticker from the implants attached to
the operation notes and entered into the computerised national register.
The error came to light approximately 12 months later when the patient was
reviewed in outpatients. The patient reported some on-going discomfort and
occasional looseness of the joint when coming down stairs. Whilst
investigating the possible causes the surgeon reviewed the operation notes.
He noticed that the implant stickers showed that the diameter of the socket
and the head were incompatible.
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The surgeon disclosed the error to the patient and apologised. The patient
consented for a further operation to correct the error.
The patient was upset and unhappy. The team felt devastated that their error
had caused harm especially given the high priority they place on safety in
their practice. No specific support was offered to them or the patient.
The incident was reported and duly investigated. The patient made a claim for
compensation and the Trust admitted liability. The surgeon is not aware of the
final outcome of the legal claim.
When asked what he thought went wrong, the surgeon replied:
“The runner thought the scrub nurse would check the size, the scrub nurse
thought the runner has already checked it, and I thought the scrub nurse had
checked it. In practice therefore no one had checked it. We all believed that
what we were being passed was the right thing.”
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Chapter three - Action to prevent the three ‘surgical’ never
events: evidence about the efficacy of interventions targeted
at never events
When I read about never events and how they have happened, I
always think "there but for the grace of God go I". Almost all of the
scenarios have occurred in my professional life, but for the
outcome. Something has always stopped it. Some things happen
because of carelessness or incompetence, but often it is a chain
reaction of everyone involved just not doing their job 100%. Today’s
NHS is much more difficult to work in than when I started 30 years
ago. [Surgeon]

The evidence base in respect of interventions to prevent surgical never events
is limited, and strong evidence for efficacy is largely restricted to specific
technological interventions. For complex organisation-wide interventions to
drive systemic change, only very weak evidence is available.
The extant evidence relating to causes of harm and efficacy of specific
interventions informed development of the World Health Organization Surgical
Checklist. This evidence was summarised in the 2009 World Health
Organization Guidelines3 and we include it where appropriate below.
Evaluation of the World Health Organization Checklist is discussed in chapter
four. There is also a growing literature on the efficacy of specialty-specific and
procedure-specific variants of the WHO Checklist, which is included in our
bibliography.
We canvassed suggestions for practical interventions in our consultation and
these are included in Appendix 3.

Specific interventions targeted at particular never events
Wrong site surgery
Whilst a number of studies have described the prevalence and cause of
wrong site surgery there is a paucity of evidence about the effectiveness of
interventions.
In the 2009 World Health Organization Guidelines it was noted: “Preoperative
verification protocols have only recently been introduced in many parts of the
world. Evidence of their efficacy in reducing the incidence of wrong-site
surgery is lacking, although preliminary data suggest that such actions are
effective.” A 2012 recent Cochrane review of interventions to reduce wrong
site surgery found only one study that satisfied the Cochrane inclusion criteria.
(Mahar 2012) As this was an educational intervention to reduce the incidence
3

http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2009/9789241598552_eng.pdf
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of wrong-site tooth extractions in dental outpatient settings it is of limited
generalisability.
Wrong implant
We did not locate any research evidence for specific interventions to prevent
wrong implant events.

Retained foreign objects
The focus for research and technological development has been prevention of
retained swabs (the term sponges is also widely used).
Three technological aids to swab management have been assessed: devices
to count sponges tagged with ‘2D matrix labels’ (black and white cell pattern
barcodes) (Cima 2011, Greenberg 2008); devices to detect radiofrequency
tagged sponges (this system does not count sponges so must be used in
conjunction with a manual counting practice) (Rupp 2012); and devices to
count and detect RadioFrequency IDentification (RFID) chip embedded
sponges (Macario 2006). RFID sponge systems are in clinical trials around
the world, but there is as yet only one published research study and no
economic assessment.
Hariharan and Lobo (2013) concluded that each preventive strategy for
retained swabs has advantages and disadvantages, and that none are
immune to failure as a result of human error. However, they advocate
economic assessment of the technologies and testing in NHS multi-centre
trials. In 2009 the World Health Organization estimated the cost of
technological management aids as US$13 per case for bar-coded swabs and
US$75 per case for radiofrequency-tagged swabs. Further calculation is
required to estimate of the ‘cost per prevented retained object’ from using
technological aids as an adjunct to counting.
We are aware of one research study undertaken for Addenbrooke’s Hospital
in Cambridge that demonstrated significant design flaws in guidewire design
(publication forthcoming; data shared with MHRA).
Other interventions to prevent retained foreign objects attempt to improve the
effectiveness of intra-operative X-rays, where it is estimated that over 30% of
cases, generate a false negative finding (Asiyanbola 2012). There is as yet no
well-proven technology.

41

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

System wide interventions to reduce never events
If something can go wrong it will. Systems involving the whole team
can to a large extent prevent them. The WHO Checklist has had a
huge effect, but only where it has been properly embedded into
care. [Anaesthetist]

The World Health Organization Surgical Safety Checklist is one attempted
system wide solution (although not specifically targeted at never events) and
we review its implementation in the next chapter.
Analyses of the cause of never events indicate that error is multi-factoral and
produced in complex systems. Interventions that target multiple factors and
systems rarely yield the evidence that satisfies requirements for inclusion in a
Cochrane review. The evidence base for effective system-wide interventions
is thus almost non-existent, and with rare exceptions much of the literature is
hypothetical.
From a human factors perspective, Shouhed et al conclude that: “checklists,
briefings, and teamwork training can all be effective in reducing systemic
failures,” (Shouhed 2012) but hypothesise that: “improving the design of
equipment, the order, allocation, and definition of surgical tasks, the design of
the surgical environment, and the organization of services and support around
the maintenance and improvement of surgical flow could all yield
improvements in surgical performance”.
The importance of viewing the prevention of never events as a task to be
embedded across the care pathway is amply demonstrated by a wellresourced demonstration project to eliminate wrong site surgery in eight large
US hospitals. Gibbs (2012) noted: “preliminary results…have shown that in
39% of cases, errors were introduced in the verification step that increased
the risk of a wrong site surgery event. Usually these errors involved
inadequate information about the patient and scheduling confusion. Identifying
this failure mode lead to the development of standardized ways of collecting
and having the information accessible. Site marking and time out practices
have been contributory but were not as frequent a source of errors as the
initial verification process”. [Emphasis added]
The Cochrane database yields some slender evidence to support the design
of programmatic interventions. Audit and feedback generally leads to small
but potentially important improvements in professional practice (Ivers 2012). It
was also found that a bulletin which summarises systematic review evidence
might improve evidence-based practice when there is a single clear message,
if the change is relatively simple to accomplish, and there is a growing
awareness by users of the evidence that a change in practice is required
(Murthy 2012).
A further Cochrane review of interventions to change organisational culture
located 4239 records. After assessment, no studies met the quality criteria for
inclusion. The authors’ view was that it was impossible to draw any
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conclusions about the effectiveness of strategies to change organisational
culture. (Parmelli 2011)
Weaker evidence of approaches to improvement that may be effective can be
derived from evaluation of demonstration projects.
There is some encouraging evidence for the role that peer review might play
in driving improvement. (Aveling 2012)
Assessing The Health Foundation’s UK based improvement projects, Dixon
Woods and colleagues identified ten key challenges: convincing people there
is a problem that is relevant to them; convincing them that the solution chosen
is the right one; getting data collection and monitoring systems right; limiting
excessive ambitions; navigating organisational cultures and capacities;
countering professional tribalism and lack of staff engagement; finding
appropriate leadership; incentivising participation; securing sustainability; and
avoiding the risk of unintended consequences. (Dixon Woods 2012)
All of these challenges were, and continued to be, faced in implementing the
WHO Safer Surgery Checklist, which we now consider.
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Chapter four - Action to improve surgical safety (1): The World
Health Organization Surgical Safety Checklist

Never events still happen despite all WHO checks being fully and
enthusiastically implemented. [Anaesthetist]
Never events are largely preventable by implementation of WHO
recommendations. Anaesthetists and surgeons should see patients
themselves on the day of surgery, having checked X-rays etc. the
day before so they have a plan in mind before starting the list.
[Anaesthetist]

The World Health Organization’s (WHO) Surgical Safety Checklist was a key
output of the 2007 ‘Safe Surgery Saves Lives’ campaign.4 It was mandated for
use by the NHS through issue of a patient safety alert in 2010. In this chapter
we provide a brief background to the Checklist and then review what is known
about its implementation in the UK.
Background
The key aims of the Checklist are to ensure standardisation in surgical care,
to reinforce basic safety procedures in the operating theatre (e.g. patient
identity, nature of procedure, administration of antibiotics, DVT prophylaxis,
etc.); to overcome negative effects of hierarchy; and to foster open
communication amongst operating team members. (Gawande 2011)5
The Checklist is based on the principles set out in the WHO Safe Surgery
Saves Lives campaign evidence review and recommendations. It comprises a
set of core safety checks that are split according to three safety critical phases
of an operation:




when the patient arrives in the operating theatre complex (“sign in”);
before commencement of the procedure (“time out”); and
before the patient leaves the operating theatre (“sign out”).

The Checklist was pilot-tested in a pre-post global study across eight
hospitals in the developed and developing world. The results were published
in January 2009 and showed a significant reduction in mortality and morbidity
following Checklist implementation. (Haynes 2009)

4

World Health Organization. Safe Surgery Saves Lives: Second Global Patient Safety Challenge &
WHO Surgical Safety Checklist. Available at:
http://www.who.int/patientsafety/safesurgery/knowledge_base/SSSL_Brochure_finalJun08.pdf
http://www.who.int/patientsafety/safesurgery/tools_resources/SSSL_Checklist_finalJun08.pdf
5
World Health Organization. Implementation Manual WHO Surgical Safety Checklist 2009. Available at:
http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2009/9789241598590_eng.pdf.
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While the initial report on the pilot testing has received some criticism for
methodological short-comings, several further studies, including a robust
randomised controlled trial, have shown that the Checklist is performing a
valuable role.
A number of studies of Checklist use around the world indicated that it could
improve patient outcomes, measured in terms of reduced mortality and
morbidity. Observational and self-report studies suggest that it also leads to
improved communication and team working. (Lingard 2008, de Vries 2010a,
de Vries 2010b, Askarian 2011, Takala 2011, Sewell 2011, Truran 2011,
Boermeester 2011, Bliss 2012, Fargen 2012, Fudickar 2012). Other studies
have demonstrated mixed outcomes, which may be attributable to the quality
of the safety culture prior to its introduction. (Haugen 2013)
The perceived value to professionals of the Checklist is reflected in the ever
growing literature reporting specialty-specific versions with positive outcomes.
(Abdel-Rahim 2011, Helmiö 2011, Sewell 2011, Da Silva-Freitas 2012, Joshi
2012, Lee 2012, Romain 2012, Ahmed 2013, Astrom 2013, Cavallini 2013,
Kelly 2013, Knepil 2013, Ladak 2013, Low 2013, Singh 2013, Song 2013)
However, there is also a substantial literature demonstrating that the Checklist
is frequently poorly implemented. For example, key elements may be
excluded, core members of the team may not be present, and team members
may fail to raise concerns when prompted by the Checklist. (Calland 2011,
Conley 2011, Vogts 2011, Dackiewicz 2012, Levey 2012, Wæhle 2012, Cullati
2013, Poon 2013, Rydenfalt 2013)
The strong message that emerges from all of the cited studies on
implementation is an unsurprising one. The Checklist aims to challenge
prevalent operating theatre behaviours. This makes it an uncomfortable tool to
adopt. Effective Checklist use therefore requires training and ongoing support,
particularly if the quality of Checklist use is to be maintained after its novelty
wanes.
Introduction into the UK
Following the WHO pilot study, the National Patient Safety Agency (NPSA), in
collaboration with a group of experts, modified the WHO Checklist for use in
England and Wales6 and issued a patient safety alert to all NHS trusts. This
stated that:



The Checklist must be used for all surgical procedures (including local
anaesthetic procedures) by February 2010 (giving trusts a year to fully
implement the initiative).
An executive and clinical lead must be identified for its implementation.

6

NPSA modified version of the WHO Checklist. Available at:
http://www.nrls.npsa.nhs.uk/resources/?EntryId45=59860
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Use of the Checklist must be entered into the patient clinical notes or
electronic record by a registered member of the team.

Guidance regarding implementation, correct use and modification of the
Checklist was made available online.7
As well as being mandated via the alert, the Checklist was highlighted as part
of the ‘1000 lives’ campaign in Wales and the ‘Patient Safety First’ campaign
in England. ‘Patient Safety First’ went beyond just promoting the Checklist.
The campaign advocated ‘5 Steps to Safer Surgery’.8 The ‘5 Steps’ referred to
the three elements of the WHO Checklist preceded by a pre-operating list
team briefing and followed by a post-list team debriefing.
Evaluation of the implementation of the Checklist in the NHS
The SCIP project
Imperial College London, with funding from the National Institute for Health
Research (NIHR), conducted a national evaluation of the implementation of
the WHO Checklist across 20 NHS trusts between September 2009 and
September 2011: The Surgical Checklist Implementation Project (SCIP)9. This
project included over 4000 surveys and over 150 in-depth interviews with
NHS personnel, observations of over 550 full surgical procedures, the
collection of outcome data from more than 6500 patients, and survey data
from over 100 patients.
Introduction of the Checklist
Although online guidance was made available and widely promoted by the
NPSA, the way in which the Checklist was initially introduced differed greatly,
both between and within trusts. The more effective trusts trialled the tool in
‘early implementer’ theatres to troubleshoot problems, adapted it to fit local
systems and procedures early on, and prepared teams through education and
training in use of the Checklist. Other trusts simply expected staff to start
using an unamended version of the Checklist with no training.
Staff attitudes towards the Checklist
Theatre personnel’s attitudes towards the Checklist itself varied. Nurses,
healthcare assistants and operating department practitioners (theatre staff)
7

NPSA guidance on implementation and correct use of the Checklist. Available at:
http://www.nrls.npsa.nhs.uk/resources/?EntryId45=59860
8
5 steps to safer surgery video. Available at:
http://www.patientsafetyfirst.nhs.uk/Content.aspx?path=/interventions/Perioperativecare/5stepsvideo/
9
Findings from SCIP have been disseminated at NHS events, across the Royal colleges and at patient
safety conferences. They are currently in preparation for publication in peer-reviewed journals. For
details contact Dr Stephanie Russ (s.russ@imperial.ac.uk)
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were generally more positive than surgeons and anaesthetists (see table
below).
Collectively however, a majority reported that they wanted to use the
Checklist and that the Checklist would make surgical care safer. Around two
thirds of the sample thought that the Checklist would reduce the risk of
adverse events such as never events in theatre. At the time the research was
carried out, staff were less certain about the specific beneficial impact the
Checklist could have on post-operative patient outcomes (infection rates etc.).
A significant proportion of staff still agreed that the Checklist was a tick box
exercise.
Despite this, when staff were asked if they would like the Checklist to be used
if they were having an operation, a strong majority agreed.
Theatre personnel perceptions of the Checklist:

I want to use the Checklist
The Checklist makes surgical care safer
The Checklist reduces the risk of postoperative infection
The Checklist reduces the risk of adverse
events in theatre
The Checklist improves teamwork and
communication in theatre
The Checklist improves efficiency of OT
lists
The Checklist is a tick-box exercise
If I had an operation I would want the
Checklist to be used

% Agree
Surgeons
76%
73%
23%

Anaesthetists
72%
65%
32%

Theatre staff
83%
86%
50%

68%

61%

79%

58%

58%

70%

23%

18%

49%

41%
81%

45%
77%

29%
91%

Facilitators and Barriers to Checklist implementation
Data from in-depth interviews with theatre personnel revealed the facilitators
(conditions that enhanced uptake) and barriers (conditions that hindered
uptake) affecting Checklist implementation.
Facilitators of successful implementation encompassed factors at the
behavioural, systems and tool-specific levels. The Checklist was perceived to
work best when there was training and education around its use in practice; it
was modified to suit different surgical specialities and the local context; when
it was incorporated into existing processes; when staff received clinical and
anecdotal data highlighting a positive impact at a local level; and when senior
surgeons actively drove and promoted its use.
Barriers to successful implementation again encompassed behavioural,
systems, and tool-specific factors. These included active resistance from
senior surgical and anaesthetic staff (most commonly at consultant level); a
perceived lack of support from hospital management during implementation; a
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perception that the Checklist was replicating systems already in place and
taking too much time; and the perception that the Checklist had design faults
(e.g. unusual wording, or lack of appropriateness for certain surgical
specialties or for use in front of awake patients).
There was also a concern that the Checklist might have unexpected negative
consequences if not used in the intended manner, for example, if it created
friction amongst the team or if it were used as a tick-box exercise.
Other evaluative data from implementation in the UK
We found two other published studies of Checklist use in the UK.
One retrospective study showed that using the WHO Checklist could have
prevented 14.9% of all wrong-side errors (such as marking the wrong side)
that did not in fact lead to wrong-side surgery being performed; and 85.3% of
all wrong-side errors that actually did lead to surgery being performed on the
wrong side. (Panesar 2011)
A retrospective audit undertaken in a teaching hospital indicated that use of
the Checklist improved communication between obstetricians and
anaesthetists regarding the grading (urgency of need) of Caesarean section.
(Mohammed 2013)
Patient views of the Checklist
As part of the Imperial SCIP research, 141 surgical patients were sampled
from two large teaching hospitals following surgery, and asked for their views
of the Checklist. Patients were shown two professionally produced videos; the
first depicting the typical procedures that previously occurred at equivalent
stages to which the “sign in”, “time-out” and “sign-out” parts of the Checklist
are completed, and the second showing the Checklist itself being completed.
Patients’ views of the Checklist and its use in practice were then captured via
questionnaire.
Patients were positive towards use of the Checklist and its potential to reduce
error:




78% agreed that they would like the Checklist to be used;
68% disagreed that the Checklist was a tick-box exercise; and
67% agreed that errors in surgery would be reduced if the Checklist
was used.

Those who were worried about coming to harm in hospital or had experienced
a previous error in their care were particularly supportive of its use. Views
were divided with regards to hearing discussions around blood-loss/airway
before their procedure (part of the “sign in” checks), some (26%) feeling that it
would reassure them that the team were prepared, others (30%) feeling that it
would make them feel anxious (particularly if they were having major surgery).
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How effective is the Checklist in preventing never events?
In our consultation, we asked “Do you have any practical suggestions for
activities or technologies that could help prevent surgical never events?” Just
over one third of those who answered the question proposed that enhancing
and enforcing the WHO Checklist would be of value.
Support from consultees for the Checklist suggests there is growing
conviction, perhaps based on practice experience, that it does prevent never
events. We cited the UK (Panesar 2011) study above, which suggested using
the Checklist could avert orthopaedic wrong site errors. Similar findings
emerged from an audit of over 12,000 neurological procedures carried out in a
German hospital
However, researchers face two fundamental difficulties assessing the
effectiveness of the Checklist for preventing never events. The first question is
whether its effectiveness in preventing errors should be assessed when it is
being implemented effectively, as it is in some parts of the NHS; or whether
we are interested in its effectiveness when implemented poorly, as there is
always a risk it will be. The second problem is the formidable difficulty in
gathering evidence of the ‘near misses’ that show how it prevents never
events. We deal with each of these in turn.
Variation in how effectively the Checklist has been used in the UK
The findings from the UK evaluation are consistent with the international
literature.
In the SCIP study:





Only around two-thirds of the items on the Checklist were read out loud
(in 10% of cases identity and procedure were not checked);
Team members were absent from the checks in over 40% of cases;
Team members failed to pause or focus on the checks in over 70% of
cases; and
Over a third of cases had no “sign-out”.

More recent work has shown that these figures have changed little over time.
There was often little clarity around whose responsibility it was to lead the
checks. While nurses most commonly took on this role (54% of the time), in
some teams this task was undertaken by a member of the surgical (20% of
the time) or the anaesthetic sub-team (17% of the time). These figures are
significant in light of other findings on the importance of senior leadership,
because senior leadership seems to be closely associated with effectiveness.
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When there is effective senior leadership of the Checklist process, the quality
of surgical care shows marked improvement. The SCIP project found that:







The patient was more likely to receive antibiotic prophylaxis in
accordance with guidelines (in the hour immediately before the
procedure) and appropriate DVT prophylaxis when the surgeon led the
checks;
Teamwork (communication, coordination, leadership and situational
awareness) was better when the surgeon led the checks, when all
team members were present and paused and when more information
was shared;
There were fewer equipment problems when all team members were
present for the checks; and
Post-operative complications reduced significantly when all three parts
of the Checklist were used (i.e. including the sign-out).

These data suggest that surgeon leadership of the process has significant
positive effects.
Difficulties in assessing whether the Checklist prevents never events
The global data on effectiveness of the Checklist tend to indicate an overall
improvement in patient outcomes (mortality and complications) following its
introduction, together with a general improvement in teamwork. These
outcomes may indicate that preventable error has been reduced, that other
practices have improved, or that a little of both has occurred.
There are formidable problems evidencing that the checklist is of value
specifically in preventing never events and other serious incidents in the NHS.
It is of course possible to draw some inferences from existing data. For
example, in 10% of the cases observed in the SCIP study, patient identity and
procedure were not checked at “time-out”, or key members of the operating
team were absent. This presents a clear risk for wrong site surgery. On the
other hand, in 90% of cases identity and procedure were checked and key
members of the operating team were present. This may represent a
significant improvement in risk reducing behaviour. Due to the limitations of
the study we cannot know for certain.
As it stands we do not know how many incidents have been averted by the
Checklist’s effective use (near misses), whether the never events that have
occurred when the checklist was done badly would have been averted had it
been done well, or whether the never events that have occurred when the
checklist was not used at all would have been averted had it been used.
Whether using the checklist would have avoided any given incident is logically
impossible to prove.
Near miss information is costly to gather. Researching the effects of the
Checklist on near misses and never events is prohibitively resource intensive.
Real-time observations of Checklist use would be necessary, and within any
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single institution never events remain relatively infrequent. This makes the
chance of capturing them via observation very unlikely; and is the reason it
was not possible to link Checklist usability data to never events in the SCIP
study.
If nothing else, this reinforces the importance of sharing clinical stories about
occasions when the Checklist has prevented an error, for example, of the sort
published by CORESS.10
Comparison with aviation industry use of checklists
There is a view among some of the experts we consulted during our work,
and some respondents to our consultation, that the Checklist will not function
to prevent error in the NHS in the way it does in aviation from where the idea
derives. In the following table we compare the WHO aims for the Checklist
with practice in aviation:
WHO checklist aims
To ensure standardisation in surgical
care.

To reinforce basic safety procedures
in the operating theatre.

To help overcome negative effects of
hierarchy.

To foster open communication
amongst operating team members.

Aviation industry practice
The industry has a coherent
framework of safety regulations and
requires providers to implement
standard procedures that comply with
these regulations. It rigorously
enforces provider compliance.
The aviation checklist rests on a
coherent framework of industry-wide
standardised procedures, and
reinforces safety by requiring a final
sign-off by individual professionals.
The aviation industry invests heavily
in ‘Crew Resource Management’
training (i.e. non-technical skills) and
safety training, and recognises that
employees are still inhibited from
acting across status boundaries.
As above.

The WHO Checklist and the aviation checklist are functioning in different
contexts and serving different purposes.
One of the key aims of the WHO Checklist is to promote the incorporation of
evidence-based standards into operating room practice. It does not mandate
those standards. Rather, the Checklist indirectly incorporates them through
being based on principles elaborated in the ‘Safe Surgery Saves Lives’
guidance and its recommendations. This is the reverse of the process
10

http://www.coress.org.uk/
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adopted in aviation. That industry mandates safety standards. It then uses
checklists to enforce concordance with the standards.
Another key aim of the WHO Checklist is to help overcome the negative
impact of status hierarchies in the operating room. Again, it does so
somewhat obliquely by eliciting prompts, and seeking cooperative responses.
By way of contrast, the aviation industry invests heavily in behavioural
education (the non-technical skills taught as Crew Resource Management)
(Kanki 2010, Flin 2008) including proper use of checklists. It does not rely on
the checklists alone to change strongly ingrained patterns of human
behaviour.
Conclusions
There is clear evidence linking the quality of Checklist use to markers of
surgical performance. Where the Checklist is used well, and particularly
where surgeons visibly lead the process, it can improve teamwork and
compliance with processes of care (such as checking ID, procedure,
antibiotics). As well as being general markers of surgical performance, some
of these demonstrated improvements are likely also to prevent never events.
However, the WHO Checklist cannot compensate for an unsafe level of
human or technological resource.
There are important lessons to learn from the manner in which the Checklist is
implemented. Both the international evidence and the SCIP evaluation
demonstrate clearly that Checklist use has to be supported by multiprofessional education and training. The Checklist can prompt awareness of
the need for behavioural change, but cannot accomplish this aim on its own.
The systemic and behavioural factors that impede implementation of the
Checklist are just those factors that contribute to unsafe care. NHS
organisations that implemented the WHO Checklist in the spirit that was
intended will have reviewed their safety systems and invested in training. But
we have noted that other organisations merely complied with the requirement
to introduce the Checklist, did so on top of existing systems, and took no
steps to change ingrained ways of working.
For safety checklists to function across the NHS in the way they do across the
aviation industry would require the same commitment to systematic
standardisation; appropriate education and training; rigorous enforcement;
individual accountability; and adequate organisational facilities.
In the meantime, we would recognise that the WHO Checklist has had
undoubted benefits. As well as the evidence we have discussed, it has raised
awareness of safety issues. As one respondent told Imperial College
researchers, ‘When people witnessed an error that was avoided by the
Checklist they were transformed overnight’. (Anaesthetist)
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Our concern is that where the Checklist alone is relied upon to drive
systematic improvement or change behaviours, it will achieve limited success.

Chapter five - Action to improve surgical safety (2): Patient
Safety First ‘5 Steps to Safer Surgery’
The ‘Patient Safety First’ campaign for England ran between June 2008 and
March 2010 and aimed to foster cultural change in how safety and
preventable error is perceived and addressed in surgery.
The WHO Checklist was a key feature in the campaign’s ‘5 Steps to Safer
Surgery’. The five steps included, in addition to the three stages mandated by
the checklist, team briefings prior to the commencement of the operating list
and team de-briefings at the end of the list.






Step 1: Briefing
Step 2: Sign in
Step 3: Time out
Step 4: Sign out
Step 5: De-briefing

Briefings are a routine part of safety procedures in other industries, including
the military and aviation. The evidence review underpinning the WHO Safe
Surgery Saves Lives campaign pointed up the significant benefits of briefings
and de-briefings, which are associated with improved team/safety culture and
improved patient outcomes (DeFontes 2004, Neily 2010). Within the context
of surgery these processes have the following aims:


Briefing: A short (around five minutes) meeting at the start of the
operating list where core team members representing each of the subteams in theatre (ODPs, nurses, surgeons and anaesthetists) attend to
discuss the running and order of the list, each individual patient’s
history and risks, any particular safety concerns, equipment
requirements and staffing. The aim is that all staff members share the
same expectations, any issues can be addressed before the patients
arrive, and individual staff can contribute to discussion as equal
professionals without undue anxiety.



De-briefing: A short (around five minutes) meeting at end of the list for
core team members to discuss any concerns, any specific
issues/incidents that occurred, how they will be avoided in future, and
what went well. This is intended to act as a vehicle for learning and
improvement.

These processes should be seen as distinct from safety checklists, which
serve a different purpose:

53

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report



Safety Checklist: A final, patient-specific reminder of the key concerns
and the safety steps that must be completed before moving on to the
next part of the operation. This involves the whole team and is
designed to act as a final trap for picking up omissions and mitigating
errors.

While the three parts of the WHO Checklist are now mandatory for use in
surgery, the briefing and de-briefing were never mandated and as such it has
been left to individual teams and hospitals to decide if they would like to
introduce these two steps.
Current learning suggests that briefings happen more often than de-briefings
(much like the “time-out” is completed more often than the “sign out”), but that
a structured pre-list briefing is not commonplace (only 13% of the lists
observed for the Imperial SCIP study had a structured a briefing).
Interviews in the Imperial SCIP research suggested that clinical staff perceive
clear benefit in the safety briefings:
‘The briefing is great because it gives us time to act on any potential issues,
particularly regarding the order of the list and the equipment, and to plan accordingly
with the whole team – reducing the chance of error later on. It also seems to make
the checklist itself run more smoothly because they are already aware of some of the
likely hazards from having completed the brief’ (Anaesthetist).

The challenges faced in conducting briefings and de-briefings have appeared
to be more of a case of practicality than a lack of willingness. In particular,
finding a time when all team members can get together at the start or end of a
list takes structured planning and strong leadership, due to the very different
competing tasks and priorities faced by each individual. This is made more
difficult by poor scheduling and pressure placed on teams to start the list ‘on
time’.

Views on team briefings in the public consultation
Pre-list team briefing is a waste of time, which leads to inefficiency
and delays. [Surgeon]
Pre-list team briefings lead to greater productivity. [Surgeon]

On the whole, those who engaged in our consultation expressed high levels of
support for team briefings. Just over 85% of respondents believed it helped
with recognition of individual patient needs, while nearly 80% thought it would
raise greater awareness of patient safety matters. (See Figure below)
Notably, only nine consultees (just under 1.5%) thought that it had no
benefits.
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Comments on the benefits included:
They give greater awareness of potential hazards and planning to
prepare for these hazards…and are especially important when any
element of procedure is experimental. [Patient who had experienced
a never event]
Allows inexperienced staff to get to know other team members and
have a better idea of what is happening. Also ensures all team
members have the same information. [ODP]
Pre-list team briefing could be counted as evidence of Good
Medical Practice. [Surgeon]

But, as with the WHO Checklist, pre-list briefings require skilled
implementation.
Briefing is often used to list a series of demands rather than
communicate issues surrounding safety. Often the surgical team
send a representative of the team rather than all being present.
[Anaesthetist]

FIGURE
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There were important reservations about viewing team briefings as a
panacea. Comments indicated that underlying organisational dysfunction
could not be glossed over by an intervention designed for a largely functional
clinical environment.
We already know the problems (no nurse, no instruments, no porter,
no radiographer, no space in recovery, because ITU is full, and the
beds on the wards are already occupied by patients who "should
have been discharged by now", but will not be until next week). A
"3-5 minute team briefing" is not going to address any of these
faults. [Anaesthetist]

Comments on the usefulness of pre-list briefings also reflected a wider
problem of last minute changes to operating lists, to which many consultees
drew attention.
Not useful in NHS as the team and/or surgeon and/or anaesthetist
and/or patients on the list may change any time. Many times
equipment which is required is OK at the briefing, but during the
operation is not so. [Anaesthetist]

Post-list debriefings

There was also fairly widespread support for post-list debriefings, although
rather less than there was for pre-list briefing. Some 68% of our consultees
viewed it as useful for improving team work, although more favoured a pre-list
briefing for these purposes. On the other hand, rather more respondents
thought a post-list briefing would enhance the training experience.
Notably, only a fraction over 7% of consultees thought post-list briefings would
serve no useful purpose.
I have seldom seen or heard an operating surgeon show good
leadership at the end of a surgical list. It is my opinion that the
operating surgeon should lead on the end of list de-brief giving clear
instructions and feedback to others… There is a clear need for a
change in ethos of healthcare professionals with heavy penalties for
those who negate this duty. [Surgeon]
A post-list briefing could help identify and address latent conditions
that are contributing to compromised safety, efficiency and patient
experience/staff satisfaction. [Anaesthetist]
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Chapter six - Action to improve surgical safety (3): Involving
patients in safety activity
This is the future for safer care and development of a patient
focused service. Example: Experience-based design - if used
skilfully can meaningfully involve patients in design of services.
Example: fish bowl patient feedback. I have experienced this - very
powerful experience for whole team. [Peri-operative nurse, theatre
manager, safety expert]

Davis et al noted that the NPSA had: “placed promoting patient and public
involvement in safety firmly on their agenda.” (Davis 2011) However, in a
recent evidence scan commissioned by The Health Foundation, the authors
conclude that: “progress has been slow in involving people in their own safety
and in the development of safer services”. The evidence scan, responses to
our consultation, and the experience of task force members all suggest that
patients and carers have tended to be involved in the ‘less active’ end of the
continuum below.11

11

Evidence Scan: Involving Patients in Improving Safety The Evidence Centre for The Health
Foundation January 2013
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Individual patient stories have tremendous impact…a strong
reminder of the job we aspire to do, as well as a reminder that our
performance sometimes does not meet a reasonable standard or
expected standard. [Surgeon]
NHS managers and clinicians hear the impact that policies and
procedures have on service users, and the personal cost.
Sometimes personal stories have more impact. Patient input and
feedback are essential. [Patient who had suffered harm, but not a
never event]

In our consultation, we asked what works when NHS organisations invite
patients to be partners in patient safety. It may be that some of the ‘more
active’ forms of patient involvement in safety, such as self-identification and
collaboration in surgical site marking, may now be so much a part of routine
that they are not commonly viewed as patient involvement in safety. Involving
patients in investigations and discussing the findings with them was viewed as
a form of partnership.
There is an overall anxiety about asking patients to take charge of
their own safety which I do not share: each patient has only one
patient to worry about, whereas clinicians have many, and so the
patient is their own best guardian angel. Provided patients are
given specific tasks (follow up your investigation results, check your
own drug chart) they can be partners. [Anaesthetist]

Patients have a unique view of occurrences, which can facilitate
learning; their experience can contribute positively to the
investigation. By the same token, by being open with the
patient/relatives it can provide a clearer view of services to them
and how events can occur, that it is rarely one person, more a
system wide process that leads to failures. [Patient safety team
lead]
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However, the evidence base for the added value gained through patient
involvement in safety activities is currently thin. Moreover, the ethical or other
policy reasons for patient involvement (or non-involvement) in safety activity
would seem not to widely articulated in either the literature or practice.
Davis (2011) posed important questions about expectations around patient
safety-related behaviour in surgical pathways. They suggested that safetyrelated behaviours should be conceptualised in terms of three main
properties:




the type of error the behaviour is trying to prevent (e.g., medication
error);
the action required by the patient (e.g., asking questions); and
the characteristics of the action (e.g., whether the behaviour involves
interacting with a health care professional).

They suggest that paying attention to the characteristics of the safety-related
behavior might enable more effective interventions to be designed for
appropriate stages in the care pathway.
When patients are treated as partners safety improves! Patients ask
the most direct and simple questions. [Surgeon]

Davis also identified interpersonal, intrapersonal, and cultural barriers to
patients’ safety-related behaviour. Any proposed intervention has to take
these barriers to patient action into consideration. For example, actions such
as collaborating with patients to mark operative sites may be hindered by
patients not knowing why it is being done.
They get impatient when they are checked in for theatre, assuming
that we are incompetent because we are asking questions such as
'what side are we operating on'? [Anaesthetist]

Other well intended initiatives that rely on patients to challenge staff when
they perceive error are thwarted by obvious power inequities. (Ocloo 2012)
It may not work expecting them to speak up against health
professionals, especially when they are feeling vulnerable.
[Anaesthetist]

Whilst supporters of patient involvement generally promote it as an unalloyed
good, there are principled arguments to be made against inappropriate
reliance on patients as ‘safety partners’. Lyons has used principles of safety
engineering to argue that a general strategy of relying on patients to check on
delivery of health care would prove ineffective to promote patient safety. She
also argued that such reliance would burden patients with responsibilities that
many would be unable to fulfil. (Lyons 2007, Entwistle 2007)
Our consultation data suggest that professionals are divided over the value of
viewing patients as partners in safety.
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Around half of comments suggested that a patient perspective was valuable
because it challenged professional orthodoxies and opinions. A substantial
minority of comments was about how it could lead to better design of services,
improved communication, greater transparency, and serve to remind
clinicians of the human consequences of their actions.
Brings home to the team performing the technical work that it is a
human being experiencing the results - good or bad, intended or
adverse. [Surgeon]
A different perspective and two-way learning! Working with patients
as a partner is placing trust in their judgement, this in turn places
trust in healthcare professionals. [Patient]

However, there was also a significant minority view that either patient
involvement was not appropriate, because professionals have responsibility
for safety; or that it was a waste of time, because patients were not sufficiently
well informed.
It is daft. By all means have a group of patients who can visit and
talk to consultants. That is good practice. But my patient isn’t my
partner in treatment or risk management. [Anaesthetist]
I do not understand this proposal. It is self-evident that doctor and
nurses have responsibility to be a patient's advocate. [Anaesthetist]
I often find patients coming in explores the patients’ journey, but
fails to help with clinical practicalities and cultures. [ODP]

Divided views on the benefits of patient involvement indicate differing
conceptions of professional responsibility, different experiences of involving
patients in safety activity, and important questions about the value that is
achieved through various types of initiative.
When patients are recruited to activities that use their knowledge - well
designed, experience-based co-design projects for example - they are able to
offer a very useful perspective. Patient contributions of this sort are typically
highly valued.
Seeing things through the eyes of patients and their relatives.
Knowledge of what really happens. Empathy with service users.
… Improvements to facilities fitting patients and the staff, not just
staff. [Manager]

Comments also indicate that patients’ involvement is useful to ensure that
management decisions really were in patients’ interests. Several clinicians
commented that patients could become valuable allies to clinical staff
undertaking improvement activity.
The Trust listens! They don't always listen to us. Patients are very
powerful. [Anaesthetist]
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Real life stories, and patient stories, are very powerful drivers to
overcome obstacles for change. [Anaesthetist]

For obvious reasons, when patients are recruited to activities where their
version of events challenges the organisation, their role is to propose or
critique technical solutions, where they are not given adequate support, or if
they do not see anything change, involvement works far less well.
There were a number of comments from professionals expressing anxiety that
patients who had experienced harm viewed involvement as a way of pursuing
a ‘vendetta’, or would base their views wholly on their own experience.
Professionals who were generally positive about involvement activity also
recognised, along with patients and their representatives, that when it was
done badly all parties became disenchanted.
Patients need support and training to be effective representatives:
debriefing their own experience is essential in order to represent
others, and training and support is essential to enable patients to
understand and participate in discussions of policies etc. [ODP]

Comments made in response to our question about what doesn’t work when
the NHS tries to include patients as partners in safety included:
There is refusal to accept the families’ version of events. Refusal to
include families in SI and RCA investigations. Holding back the truth
for fear of litigation. [Healthwatch member]
There is no evidence of listening and acting on their advice and
experience. [Patient]
Being condescending, formal meeting formats only, picking the
patients they want to work with or see as suitable. [Patient]
Tokenism. Discounting patients' ideas. [Anaesthetist]
When it discourages staff from being as full and frank in their
discussions about events as they might otherwise be. [Manager]

Some comments identified difficulties in professional – patient interactions
when patients had continuing very strong feelings about their experiences of
poor care. Others pointed out that patients were often recruited from a narrow
section of society, so that systems could end up designed around a narrow
range of experience.
Usually only English speaking patients are recruited, creating a
system of safety build around their experience. [Other medical
practitioner]
Avoid engaging with the same people again and again - diversity of
ideas, values, culture is needed. [Manager]
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Whether respondents favoured or questioned patient involvement in safety
activity, there was widespread condemnation of tokenistic or ill thought out
patient involvement activity.
We therefore concur with Davis (2011, also 2007, 2012) that the pressing
challenge for future work in this field is to identify appropriate avenues for
patient involvement. We are also of the view that the ethical arguments for
involving patients in safety need to be more clearly spelled out.
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Carl’s story
A surgical team mistakenly performed a frenuloplasty: an operation where an
incision is made to the penis to loosen the foreskin. The patient had been
listed for the removal of a cyst on his testicle.
Carl was pleased to have been offered an early appointment for his operation.
The cyst had become very uncomfortable and was preoccupying him.
Arriving at the hospital on the morning of surgery, the anaesthetist and the
operating surgeon met with him in turn. The operation was discussed and he
gave his consent. The exact time of his surgery could not be confirmed by any
of the staff. The anaesthetist commented that they were expecting it to be “a
very busy day”.
Carl was prepared for surgery. He felt a little nervous. The frequent checking
and double-checking of his identity, the intended operation site and the nature
of the procedure was reassuring. An arrow on his leg pointed toward the
correct surgical site.
Just before 4.00pm Carl was taken into theatre. His last memory was a
discussion with the anaesthetist about the drugs he was about to be given.
Carl is allergic to penicillin. An hour and a half later he woke up feeling
extremely nauseous.
The surgeon came to see Carl in the recovery area. He needed to talk to him
once he was settled back on the ward. Carl was still feeling very sick.
An hour later the surgeon informed Carl that he had performed two operations
– the frenuloplasty and the cyst removal. The former had been performed in
error. The surgeon explained the procedure, apologised and then left.
Carl still felt sick. He was unsure of what he had just been told. Over the next
hour, he asked to see the surgeon on three or four occasions. The nursing
staff couldn’t locate him. Carl kept asking what exactly had happened to him.
The nursing staff provided him with two leaflets explaining each operation and
requisite the aftercare. He was discharged just after 8.00pm. Carl did not see
the surgeon again until weeks later.
Carl awoke the next morning at his grandparents’ home. He still felt unsure
what had happened to him. He was in some pain. His grandfather contacted
Carl’s uncle and aunt, both of whom work for the NHS. They were shocked
and upset.
Two weeks passed. On the advice of family members, Carl contacted the
PALS service. They were shocked to hear his story and advised that he write
to the chief executive. On receipt of his letter, the complaints department
contacted Carl by phone. A few days later he received a letter of apology. A
senior manager was appointed to run the investigation.
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For Carl, weekly visits to his GP, anti-biotics and months off work ensued.
The stitches from the frenuloplasty opened up and the wound became
infected. In contrast, the cyst incision healed well.
A full investigation took place and the report was shared with Carl. He was
shocked by what he read – positively angry, in fact. “I was truly shocked. I
couldn’t believe so much of what had gone on. How can it be that a surgeon
can operate all day with no properly scheduled break? Why wasn’t a “time
out” performed immediately before the operation? I just couldn’t believe that it
could happen.”
A single pre-list briefing for the whole day’s surgery had been performed at
the beginning of the day. The surgeon had been expecting to perform a
frenuloplasty at 4.00pm. The list had been delayed in the morning by a
procedure that was new to the team. Carl entered the theatre just before
4.00pm.
The scrub practitioner was concentrating on another task as the surgeon
commenced. The list was over-running and a consultant anaesthetist in
another theatre had applied pressure for the team to expedite the list.
Carl commented: “I am a police firearms officer. Believe me, I understand the
effects that stress and pressure of the job can have. But that is why we follow
procedure. We work with the same people everyday, we get a bit complacent;
we think we know what each other can do, but that is why we have such strict
procedures. Everyone has to follow them, no matter what rank, we all have to
follow procedure.
“I’ve now got what I consider to be a nasty scar on a place that you don’t want
a scar. Even though I know it could have been worse, it’s had a huge
psychological impact.”
Carl missed his six monthly re-licensing to carry firearms. He is back at work
but is currently on light duties.
(See Appendix 1 for information about this story)
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Chapter seven – Adopting a systematic approach to
improving surgical safety (1): standardise, educate,
harmonise
The initial approach of the task force was to compile a list of specific
recommendations that were directed towards the varied causes of the surgical
never events. However, when we reviewed the opinions expressed through
our consultation process and discussions alongside these detailed
recommendations, it became apparent that a list of ‘fixes’ was unlikely to
provide an effective solution.
In our high level overview of causes of surgical never events at the end of
chapter two we identified four core themes:


variation in professional practices (e.g. different approaches to swab
counting) and associated difficulties around expectations of team
member performance (e.g. scrub staff expertise and specificity of
instructions they require);



lack of understanding of principles of safety in the operating
environment (at organisational and individual level) and/or failure to act
in concordance with them;



inadequate resources to ensure a safe surgical environment; and



human fallibility.

We are of the view that it will not be possible to reduce never events further
without implementing an integrated approach that addresses all four of those
sources of error.
We are therefore proposing a single strategy that consists of three interlocking
elements set out in the Figure below.
At the centre of our strategy is the standardisation of operating environment
procedures. Professionals will lead the development of optimal national
standards informed by best practice.
Standardisation must be linked to education and training for all staff, including
those managing the operating environment. All perioperative professionals
should be supported to understand and implement the national standards.
Finally harmonisation should ensure consistent support for professional and
organisational concordance with the standards across NHS England
commissioning, regulation, and other surrounding activity (including resource
allocation).
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harmonise
supporting activity

educate and train
for safety

standardise
operational
procedures

NHS England should sponsor the development of a coherent framework of
national standards for operating department practice, mandating provider
concordance with the national standards. It will be for professional experts to
take the lead role in developing and continuously reviewing these national
standards. The standards will set out broad principles of best practice, and
indicate a range of acceptable means of implementing best practice.
Providers will be required to embed these standards into their local processes
by developing, in collaboration with their staff, their own local standards.
These local protocols must accord with the national standards, but are likely
to be more specific and detailed.
The taskforce recommend that NHS England mandate concordance with the
new national standards through the NHS Standard Contract. Future
consideration should be given to whether secondary legislation is necessary
to enable the CQC to take enforcement action where standards have not
been met.
We believe that providing national direction but requiring local ownership will
foster provider and professional responsibility. So long as local standards are
consistent with the acceptable means of compliance stipulated in the national
standards there is scope for innovation and appropriate variation.
The scope of the national standards will be core generic processes for
conducting surgical procedures in operating environments wherever they are
located. The intention is that the national standards will focus on generic
processes underpinning safer surgery (such as swab and instrument
counting); and will cover the growing range of interventional procedures taking
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place outside of theatres that also result in the ‘surgical’ never events (such
as retained guidewires).
Once published, national and local standards will require concordance of all
parties, except in circumstances where practitioners or providers are able to
justify non-concordance on grounds of patient safety or well being.
NHS England will be responsible for developing the national standards
through collaboration with professional associations and provider
organisations, ensuring that they are based in best evidence and best
practice. Having published the national standards it will retain responsibility for
updating and maintaining them, still in collaboration with the professions and
providers. In particular, it will incorporate into the national standards and any
associated guidance the learning gained from investigation of incidents,
research, and developmental activity.
We envisage that the introduction of national standards will create a single
unified framework for all commissioning, service provision, quality assurance,
education and training, regulation, legal standards of care, investigatory
practice, and national learning in relation to surgical serious incidents
including never events.
We discuss this in further detail in the next chapter, but comment here on the
three elements of our strategy.
Standardise
In proposing standardisation, we cannot stress too much that our intention is
not to introduce yet another set of boxes to tick. The aim of standardisation is
to set standards that will serve to minimise the risks of variation; and that also
serve to maximise consistency of action across teams, organisations, and the
health system. The principle underlying standardisation is that everyone, from
patients who ultimately undertake the risks of surgery, to staff who may
unintentionally harm them, is entitled to know exactly what standards of
practice are expected.
Educate
In proposing education and training to support standardisation, we are
conscious that effective use of the WHO Safer Surgery Checklist has been
shown to rest upon understanding how and why it works. But more
importantly, we are convinced that the most important safety asset the NHS
owns is its staff. If they possess a common understanding of principles of
safer surgery, not only will they be able to support each other to implement
them but they will use their intelligence and imagination in the service of future
improvement.
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Harmonise
The NHS is a complex system of incentives and disincentives; and it is one
where the bureaucratic burden of poorly aligned initiatives is widely
recognised. In proposing harmonisation of all surrounding activity we want to
ensure that all of the incentives and disincentives to safer practice are in
alignment. For example, our recommendation for multi-professional education
and training will have little effect if training budgets can only be used for single
professions (to mention only one of several issues relating to training raised in
our consultation). Additionally, we want to maximise both effectiveness and
efficiency. Harmonisation should help to match human and financial resources
to operational need, reduce bureaucratic burden, make regulation effective,
and hold organisations or individuals accountable.
Supporting standardisation and education with harmonisation of all of the
activity surrounding provision of care will enable organisations to focus effort
where it is needed.
The national standards will set out clearly the responsibilities and
accountabilities of providers and external agencies. We consider these in the
next chapter where we situate the national standards in the context of the
safety landscape created by new NHS structures.
Developing and implementing national standards
The Figure on the next page illustrates how the national standards could be
developed, and how they would constitute the focus of surrounding activities.
We envisage that the national standards would be developed in association
with NHS England’s existing Patient Safety Expert Groups, with co-opted
expertise as required. The expert groups would have responsibility for
ensuring that the content of the standards was consistent with best evidence
and best practice guidelines. These would include for example the WHO
Guidelines as well as protocols such as those promoted by the Association for
Perioperative Practice and College of Operating Department Practitioners.
The Patient Safety Expert Groups would co-opt members to ensure that they
draw upon experience of other industries. For instance, we suggest they
would benefit by inclusion of practitioners who have expertise and experience
both in the aviation industry and in medicine.
Our detailed recommendations make clear how the national standards can be
used to engineer safety into the system from top to bottom: from European
level training requirements to agency provision of locum staff.
I am amazed that with all the publicity about never events and
patient safety there is no nationally approved format for intra
operative counts and checking procedures. [Perioperative nurse]
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A trainee surgeon’s story
A surgeon in training left a swab inside a woman following a double
mastectomy.
Having performed the procedure jointly, the surgeon in training agreed to
finalise the surgery as his senior supervising colleague wrote the operation
note. In the final stage of the operation, the surgeon in training used an
additional swab to manage some bleeding.
The scrub nurse - who was relatively newly qualified and had recently joined
the team - completed the swab count before the end of the operation. She
was not aware that an extra swab had been used. The trainee did not remove
the swab before the final skin stitch was placed.
The patient went home the day after the operation. Two weeks later the
patient returned to the surgical admissions unit complaining of pain. The
surgeon in training was ‘on call’ and as he removed the dressing to examine
the wound discovered the swab, which was concealed amongst the packing.
He was shocked, realised what had happened and consulted a senior
colleague immediately.
They both quickly decided to disclose the error and apologise. The patient
was very upset. She later chose to delay her chemotherapy treatment, albeit
only temporarily.
The team were distressed that they had caused harm to the patient. They
recognised that the patient’s confidence in them had evaporated as a result of
the error.
The multi-disciplinary team reviewed the event and had an open discussion
about the conditions that had led to the error. Both the surgeon in training and
the newly qualified scrub nurse quickly recognised and freely admitted their
mistakes. The surgeon in training had been focussing on finishing the
procedure. The scrub nurse was relatively new to the team and had not
realised that she should not complete the swab count until the operation was
completed.
(See Appendix 1 for information about this story)
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Chapter eight - Adopting a systematic approach to improve
surgical safety (2): the new safety landscape
As set out in the preceding chapter our strategy is one of standardisation of
operational procedures, education and training in safety standards, and
harmonisation of all surrounding organisational activity.
Our principal recommendation, and the foundation on which all others rest, is
that NHS England develops a coherent framework of national standards, and
mandates provider compliance with the national standards. This will be done
by requiring provider organisations to develop, implement and enforce local
standards consistent with the national ones.
The overarching purpose of the national standards is to promote the
standardisation of core operating environment processes, whilst also
encouraging planned local innovation, reinforcing provider and professional
responsibility, and harmonising the activities of a range of national
stakeholders (such as regulators) and local stakeholders (such as CCGs and
Healthwatch).
In this chapter we summarise the rationale for proposing national standards in
terms of its fit with responsibilities and accountabilities in NHS structures, as
they exist following the Health and Social Care Act 2012.

Responsibility for commissioning safer services
AS NHS England notes on its website, “the role of commissioning, as a key
driver of quality, efficiency and outcomes for patients, has become
increasingly important to the health system in England”. We therefore start by
considering how NHS England’s lead role in commissioning can drive
improvements in surgical safety.
NHS England has two core functions in relation to commissioning safer
surgery:



Direct commissioning of specialised services
Commissioning development

Direct commissioning
Direct commissioning of specialised services account for approximately 10%
of the total NHS budget. Although a smaller percentage of this is specialist
surgical services, where NHS England directly commissions surgical services,
the standard contract should require provider concordance with the national
standards.

71

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

All providers of directly commissioned specialist surgical services (whether
NHS trusts or other qualified providers) will therefore be required to develop,
implement and enforce local standards consistent with national standards.
We anticipate that requiring concordance with national standards in direct
commissioning would, even on its own, have an indirect impact on provision
of non-specialised surgical services. National and local standards will clarify
the minimum standards for safe operating environments and safe practice. It
would be both irrational (and, for private sector qualified providers
commercially self-defeating) to claim standards that fell below these
thresholds for specialised services were ‘good enough’ for non-specialised
surgical services.
Commissioning development
NHS England’s commissioning development responsibilities (as set out on its
website) include:


To have an overarching strategy for development of appropriate
commissioning strategies, processes and best practices

The development and promotion of national standards sits squarely within this
function. The “appropriate commissioning strategies and processes” will be for
all local commissioning to require providers to supply surgical services in
concordance with the national standards.


To ensure that the commissioning architecture and systems deliver
improvements in quality and outcomes.

NHS England will be responsible for leading the development of national
standards, and local commissioners will be responsible for incorporating them
into the standard contract for local commissioning. Together with local
enforcement by commissioners, this will ensure that local standards align with
the best practice signaled in the national standards.
From the provider perspective, national standards will set common core
standards for all commissioned surgical services, reducing complexity where
providers are commissioned by more than one CCG.


To develop specific tools and resources to improve commissioning for
service transformation

National standards will be based on understanding of best practice as this
stands at the date of issue, but are a dynamic entity. National standards will
be regularly updated to encapsulate and disseminate learning from serious
incidents. National standards will thus be the repository of contemporary
understanding of how to provide the conditions for safer surgery. By tracking
national standards, local standards should provide a tool for improvement at
local level.
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To support the community of leaders for NHS commissioning

Reducing never events to a minimum will require shared leadership and
national direction such as that envisaged by the NHS Assembly. National
standards will provide a common language of surgical standards for
commissioners and organisational leaders, both within the NHS
commissioning system and beyond.


To manage the external partnerships with the range of national
stakeholders.

The core aim of national standards is standardisation of procedure, and
harmonisation of all surrounding activity. NHS England’s role in managing
external partnerships with national stakeholders is therefore vital. The national
standards are intended to provide a focal point for the plethora of
organisations whose activities contribute to the provision of safer surgery.
This means not just commissioners and providers but also:






national professional bodies for surgical, anaesthetic and perioperative
staff;
national voluntary and statutory patient organisations;
national regulators;
national education and training bodies, including Health Education
England, and regulators with responsibility for approving curricula; and
legal authorities such as the coronial system and the NHS Litigation
Authority.

In the Initial Government Response to the Report of the Mid-Staffordshire
NHS Trust Public Inquiry, the national stakeholder signatories stated that it
was their common purpose to:
“work together, collaborating on behalf of patients, combining and coordinating our strengths on their behalf, sharing what we know and taking
collective responsibility for the quality of care that people experience. We will
be … unflinching in promoting what is excellent”.
The purpose of the national standards is to support that aspiration.
Responsibility for learning from serious incidents
The single most consistent message that came out of taskforce discussions
and our public consultation is that despite its good intentions, the NHS could
do better at first analysing and then learning from never events and serious
incidents. Both analysis and dissemination of learning are equally important. If
the initial analysis is ineffective, neither the action planning nor any
organisational learning that follow are likely to improve matters.
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In the course of our discussions and consultation, many observers raised
doubts about the quality of local investigations (for instance, they may be
conducted by someone with little experience of preventable event
investigations, or may not systematically review human factors). Moreover,
there was widespread agreement among those we consulted that while some
trusts effectively disseminate local learning many do not; and that the NHS
nationally does not aggregate the learning from events, nor effectively
disseminate the learning that it does achieve.
National standards will provide a national mechanism for incorporating the
learning from serious incidents into new protocols and practice guidance.
Local standards will in turn mirror these developments. National standards will
become a single, authoritative point of reference updated in light of new
thinking about optimal operating environment practice.
Responsibility for providing safer services
Provider organisations have an overriding responsibility to patients to provide
safe surgery. When an error results in a never event or causes other harm to
patients, it can also be devastating for the professional teams concerned. For
this reason, we believe provider organisations owe an additional responsibility
to their professional staff to provide a safe environment for surgical
procedures.
The intention of national standards is to set a framework of national
operational procedures that signal best practice and reduce unnecessary and
potentially dangerous variation. Responsibility for deciding how the standards
may best be implemented locally rests with the providers of services to NHS
patients, who will be required to develop and maintain their local standards.
We expect that providers will draw on the professional expertise of their own
clinical staff to do so. This approach thus promotes provider and professional
responsibility and permits innovation, whilst maintaining concordance with a
national framework of best practice.
It is unclear how far the procurement regulations promulgated under s.75 of
the Health and Social Care Act 2012 will affect the market for provision of
surgical services.12 However, the NHS already commissions surgical
procedures from non-NHS organisations and will no doubt continue to do so.
Under the national standards all organisations providing surgical services
commissioned by the NHS will be required to do so consistent with the same
national framework.
We believe that national standards will offer significant reassurance to
patients and commissioners that NHS surgical services will meet the same
standards for safety, whatever the nature of the organisation providing them.
12

Under s.75, regulations aim to ensure NHS bodies (i) adhere to good practice in relation to
procurement (ii) protect and promote the right of patients to make choices with respect to treatment or
other health care services and (iii) do not engage in anti-competitive behaviour.
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The national and local standards will also provide an authoritative point of
reference for determining the standard of the legal primary duty of care (as
distinct from vicarious liability for staff) that provider organisations owe to their
patients in respect of the services they provide.13
Responsibility for conducting procedures safely
The taskforce recognises that there are many contextual causes of human
error, including under-resourced services, unsafe systems and faulty or
missing equipment. However, it is also an unavoidable fact that some human
error arises out of carelessness, incompetence or ignorance.
We believe that all clinical professionals have responsibility to ensure that
their own behaviour accords with commonly recognised standards of good
practice; and also to ensure that the systems they are working in are safe.
Professionals are entitled, in return, to have providers ensure that they are
adequately supported and have the facilities and training that enable them to
do their risky job safely.
The national standards will supply professionals with a single authoritative
point of reference, enabling them to advise, audit, review and challenge the
provider organisations within which they work. We also hope that they will
become a source of information for peer review, so that professionals are able
to support one another to set high standards across regional or national
networks.
The national and local standards will also provide a point of reference for
determining the legal standard of care, and hence its breach, in respect of the
individual professional practices with which it deals. This will make legal
standards of practice more apparent both to professionals and to those
advising them.
Education and training for safer surgery
We would recall here Shouter’s description of the operating room as having “a
unique set of team dynamics, as professionals from multiple specialties
whose goals and training differ widely are required to work in a closely
coordinated fashion”.
It is axiomatic that professionals in different specialties will follow different
education and training pathways, and bring different knowledge, skill and
experiences to the operating room. Role specialisation is what makes surgery
possible, but it also makes the task of orchestrating activity across the group a
13

Wilsher v Essex AHA [1987] QB 730, Bull v Devon AHA [1993] 4 Med LR 117 (CA)
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demanding one. It is even more demanding when, as many respondents to
our consultation pointed out, team members do not understand or respect the
protocols that govern each other’s work.
We therefore emphasise here that education and training for safer surgery
must take into account the training needs of multi-professional teams: teams
that work together must, at appropriate stages, learn together. This may mean
more multi-professional education, more multi-professional training, or both.
Health Education England has been charged with providing leadership for the
reformed education and training system that is part of the new commissioning
landscape. The driving principle behind reform is to improve care and
outcomes for patients. Key national functions of HEE include:




promoting high quality education and training responsive to the
changing needs of patients and delivered to standards set by
regulators;
allocating NHS education and training resources, ensuring
transparency, fairness and efficiency; and
assisting the spread of innovation across the NHS in order to improve
quality of care.

Through setting out in clear terms the content of and accountabilities for core
generic operational procedures, national standards will facilitate the planning
and provision of education, training and assessment in aspects of surgery
across the clinical professions. This will make it possible to develop
interlocking professional curricula, and plan consistent approaches to interprofessional and multi-professional education.
The national standards should be a key point of reference for those engaged
in workforce planning, curriculum development, curriculum approval,
educational quality assurance, teaching training and assessment.
For individual professionals in training, national standards will facilitate a
foundational understanding of how the operating environment works, and
what is expected of all the actors within it.
Regulating for safer services
We have referred above to the aim of harmonising inspection and regulation
through the introduction of national standards and noted in the previous
chapter that provider concordance with national standards could be mandated
through contract or legislation. If a legislative route were chosen, it would be
possible for CQC to take enforcement action for breaches.
It is now widely accepted that failure to align regulatory activity undermines
regulatory aims and imposes a burden of inspection and bureaucracy on
providers. The national standards provide a vehicle for focusing judgment and
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harmonising activity around nationally agreed standards. This has potential to
promote consistency in assessment, to support rationalisation in inspection,
and to reduce bureaucratic burden.
CQC is supportive of our proposals. It is currently working with the
Department of Health to draft revised registration regulations and associated
guidance. The CQC view on supporting national standards is that, whilst it is
unlikely that the revised registration regulations will be written at a level of
detail that would make direct reference to national standards, it is highly likely
that the regulations will include a fundamental standard relating to incidents
leading to harm. CQC could write their guidance in such a way that it could
take compliance with national standards into account when making judgments
about compliance with this fundamental standard. Alternatively, or in addition,
the guidance could make reference to national standards in respect of
compliance with a more general standard relating to safe care.
CQC will also be writing a narrative in relation to judgments about their five
quality domains (these ask how safe, how effective, how caring, how
responsive and how well led organisations are). These judgments will inform
the provider's rating. Concordance with the national standards could influence
this narrative, and hence provider rating.
National and local standards will also provide clear standards for individual
professional behaviour. This is of course of relevance to the professional
regulators (GMC, NMC, HCPC) in so far as they approve education and
training provision and carry out Fitness to Practice assessments.
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Sophie’s Story: dealing with the aftermath.
“All I needed that day was for a doctor to say “Yes, I can see the lesion, don’t
worry, I will sort it out for you”. There is no admission of guilt in that, but it
would have stopped me feeling that no one believed me.”
In the weeks following her wrong site surgery, Sophie was surprised by the
response. No one seemed to want to openly admit the mistake. She
discovered that the incident had not been reported as a “never event”.
As importantly Sophie needed ongoing care. Her lesion was confirmed as
malignant and she still needed the original operation to be performed. The
first operation had made surgery to the original lesion more complex and a
specialist referral to another hospital was now required. Sophie joined the
waiting list for an appointment.
“I’d expected that given it was so obviously their mistake, that they would
have taken responsibility for sorting things out for me, made it a real priority. I
just felt they were trying to get rid of me.”
Rather than being prioritised, Sophie felt she was being ignored. To Sophie’s
great surprise when she finally got an appointment to see the specialist, he
seemed entirely unaware that she has experienced wrong site surgery.
Rather it had been implied that the first lesion had been operated on and
found to be non-malignant, and that the basal cell carcinoma had been
discovered in the process. Sophie’s sense that the incident was being
“brushed under the carpet” was strengthened and yet again she felt her
experience was being denied. She was deeply distressed.
Further administrative errors and a lost referral resulted in further delays.
“I was so very distressed by what was happening through no fault of my own.
There seemed to be no end in sight.”
Eight months after her original referral and five months after the wrong site
surgery, her basal cell carcinoma was finally removed.
After seven months of complaints, investigations, discussions with PALS
services at the hospital, PCT and the SHA, and three meetings with the
hospital chief executive, Sophie was invited to a meeting with the consultant
surgeon. A formal - but in Sophie’s view - begrudged apology was offered.
But it all felt too little, too late.
The hospital asked Sophie to help them learn from her experience. She
agreed willingly. Although some of her initial suggestions for change were
acted upon, months have passed with no progress in other areas. Sophie now
wonders if this was empty rhetoric designed for “damage limitation” rather
than genuine learning.
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“I still feel angry and upset. The way I was treated after the incident was just
terrible. I’ve had to push them every step of the way. They’ve tried to minimise
things and deny things. I thought at one point they were all concluding against
me, that’s how bad it got.
“They wouldn’t listen to me any other way. So, this is the only way I can get
back at them.”
Sophie has issued proceedings against the Trust.
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Chapter nine - Implementing compassionate support after
never events and other serious incidents
Be completely open and honest. Work out a solution to the problem,
and make its implementation a true priority. Offer emotional and
physical support and aid the patient throughout the remedial
process in every possible way. Be pro-active with compensation
and make it a short and expedient process. Involve the patient in
the investigation and in implementation of measures to prevent
recurrence. [Surgeon]
Counselling for patients, meetings with explanations and apologies
help. Staff are very vulnerable around this time, and this needs to
be recognised immediately, and support offered. Every contact from
Quality & Standards needs to be carefully thought out. Trainees
may need support from seniors, as an email requesting a statement
can seem very threatening if unexpected. [Anaesthetist]

During a speech at University College Hospital on 12 July 2013, Jeremy Hunt
commented, “whilst we aspire to zero harm, we will never deliver zero harm just as the airline industry can never deliver zero crashes”.
No matter how good we become at preventing never events, they and other
serious incidents will happen. Just as we expect the airline industry to have a
clear plan in place for how to deal with crashes when they occur, so we
expect the NHS to provide appropriate support to patients, their supporters
and the professionals caring for them, when things go wrong.
The link between the way in which we respond after harm and our ability to
prevent harm is well known and widely discussed. If professionals are to be
able to report and learn from never events, there has to be a culture
supportive of openness and frank discussion. Justice and prevention of poor
practice also demand accountability when appropriate. However, a just and
open culture in the NHS remains an elusive goal.
The taskforce therefore considered the needs of patients and professionals
when never events happen.
Current practice in the NHS
Current practice in disclosure and support after harm is guided by the National
Patient Safety Agency’s Being Open guidance. This was first published in
2005 and subsequently reissued, endorsed by key stakeholders, in 2009. Our
consultation indicated that the quality of support being provided to patients
differs widely across organisations, with some surpassing the standards of
Being Open and others falling well below them.
In a recent survey of NHS managers responsible for implementing Being
Open, 98% of participants reported that they are familiar with the guidance
and 82% that they implement it more than half the time when incidents occur.
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However, information was not being given to patients in a timely fashion, with
two-thirds of discussions with patients taking place three to six weeks after an
incident investigation had been completed. Fewer than half of patients who
suffered injury were followed up in the long term, and fewer than half received
ex gratia payments. The most frequently cited barriers to open disclosure
were fear of negative reactions from patients or their families on the part of
clinical staff, and anxiety about litigation. Debriefing and training in open
disclosure were thought be very important, but were not always available.
(Pinto 2012)
Views expressed in the consultation
Responses to the consultation were remarkably consistent.
Apologise and be honest. It worked for me. [Surgeon]
Honest discussion of what happened, why and what is being done.
In our trust (and probably many others) the report of the
investigation is given to the patient, with a face-to-face meeting if
they wish. Sometimes it does feel as though the patient is an
afterthought in this process rather than integral to the learning.
[Anaesthetist]

Writing about the support that should be offered to patients, one respondent
(an experienced perioperative nurse and theatre manager) encapsulated
views widespread amongst others:







Sensitive, well planned disclosure with supporter available if possible
Explain all aspects and options and involve them in plan
Sincere apology
Named impartial contact/case worker
Supportive at every contact
Early settlement if appropriate.

The same respondent then went on to summarise equally well the approach
that respondents thought should be adopted towards staff:








Supportive management of investigation
Don't isolate the individual/s
Recognise the distress/shame that they will feel
Don't blame and be punitive
Constructive accountability
Training if required - will probably be required for wider workforce
Celebrate near misses as a good catch, and learn from them - this will
encourage reporting.

There may be a tendency to view individual patient and professional needs as
unrelated. However, the impact that failing to appropriately support staff can
have on their patients was summed up by one of our respondents who had
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suffered a serious incident. This respondent has never had a frank
conversation with the clinician who treated them, and continues to try and
piece together what happened from other sources.
For staff, get support and help to acknowledge what has happened,
help to discuss it with patient and family and perhaps other
colleagues. This certainly didn't happen in my case…I would like my
consultant to have been supported in telling me (what I now believe
is the case)...

Many respondents commented on the need to build a just culture, which
balanced openness with appropriate accountability. However, there may be
some disagreement about quite where the balance between support and
accountability is to be found.
Counselling and support, rather than bullying and disciplinary
action, as currently happens. [Anaesthetist]
Critical incident recorded and placed in appraisal folder. Shared with
clinical director, medical director, CEO. Written statement of
involvement/explanation. Medico-legal representation. Peer support.
[Surgeon]
Full debrief psychological support and ongoing support after the
event. If there is any adverse event in the future the staff may need
further support as the never event is brought back to mind.
Education and training for individuals and discussion within the
wider team of any learning. [ODP]
Take steps to find out why this happened and honestly deal with
problems. [Surgeon]

A further aspect of just culture that received a number of comments
concerned inequity in the treatment of different staff groups.
Treating all members of the team the same - when we had a recent
never event, the two health professions were immediately
suspended but the surgeon wasn't, even though he admitted he
was at fault!! [ODP]

Some respondents called attention to wrongdoing or incompetence
attributable to individuals, and expressed the view that record keeping and
appraisal could help to identify ‘repeat offenders’. These concerns are
consistent with recent evidence from the US that some doctors are involved in
repeated never events (Mehtsun 2013) and from Australia, where a
retrospective review found 3% of doctors generated 49% of complaints to the
healthcare ombudsman, and that a mere 1% of doctors accounted for 25% of
all complaints (Shojania 2013).
Honesty is needed with individuals regarding shortcomings, training
requirements etc. Where there are frequent repeats of similar
incidents involving same individuals, a robust system to manage
this which ensures accountability and responsibility is required.
[ODP]
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An integrated framework for responding to harm
Patients seeking treatment are obliged to place their well being in the hands
of others. Giving up control calls for confidence, trust and hope. Confidence
means believing that ‘the system’ will protect you from harm. Trust means that
you rely on professionals to take responsibility for what you cannot do
yourself. And hope is the conviction that things will turn out well. Harm from
surgery undermines all three. Patients become fearful that systems are not
organised to protect them. They wonder if they can rely upon people to take
responsibility. They may be anxious about the future. Fear, mistrust, and
worry ignite understandable anger.
Healthcare harm also has immense impact on professionals involved. Many
are expected to carry on as if nothing has happened. The supposed ‘benefit’
professionals derive from being absolved of responsibility by organisational
‘cover-ups’ denies them opportunity to ask for support or come to terms with
what has happened. Other professionals get caught in a whirlwind of unjust
blame and punishment. Neither unjust absolution, nor unjust retribution, helps
professionals to live with their mistakes or makes surgery safer.
Seven domains for action14
The taskforce reviewed a framework for an integrated organisational response
to healthcare harm developed by Shale and Anderson Wallace; and a
framework for supporting professionals developed by the College of
Emergency Medicine. Both are consistent with patient and professional views
expressed in the consultation process. There thus appears to be widespread
consensus about what needs to be done, alongside a view that support for
patients and professionals is rarely done consistently well in NHS
organisations.
Domain 1 - Active seeking of critical comment and supportive action in
response to complaints
Organisations must create effective avenues for patients to offer critical
accounts of care, and not view all negative feedback as synonymous with
complaints. Even when things go badly wrong, patients may not want to turn
their story into a complaint. Rather, they need their experience to be heard, to
have answers to questions, and to know what will happen in future. On the
other hand, some patients will indeed wish to make a formal complaint. If they
do, they should meet with a supportive, measured response.
Support needs to be tailored to the patient and their supporters…In
addition to Being Open we always meet with them in their home
(rather than making them come to the hospital) and have offered
counselling when this has felt appropriate. [Manager]
14

These seven domains are derived from research into medical leadership in the NHS (Shale 2012),
patient testimony (www.patientstories.org.uk) and developmental activity by Murray Anderson Wallace
and Suzanne Shale.
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Domain 2 - Supportive disclosure to patients and their interested
supporters
This domain concerns supportive disclosure of harm. The more usual term is
‘open disclosure’, but openness alone is not enough. Openness could be
satisfied by a surgeon in blood stained scrubs blurting out an unvarnished
account of how your family member died. Supportive disclosure requires
careful communication about events, a continuing relationship with time to ask
questions whenever they arise, considerate and thoughtful support, and
practical help when it is needed.
Duty of candour - Being Open - staff aren't good at this because
they are frightened of the consequences. More training is required.
[Manager]
Avoid being competitive or explicitly triumphalist...In my case,
surgeons on the ITU next day were virtually whooping with joy at
having 'saved' a cardiology patient and I was told several times that
surgery was superior to cardiology (while cardiologists slunk in and
out of the ward). This was quite out of sync with shock and horror
being experienced by myself and family. A further result was that I
was neither a surgery patient nor a cardiology patient - and neither
team organised my discharge medication or properly informed my
GP of what had happened. At the GP's first visit, he said: 'This
discharge information is dangerous'. [Patient who experienced a
serious incident]

Domain 3 - Support after harm for clinicians, teams and their interested
supporters
Support for clinical teams is vital, but often overlooked. When care goes
wrong, clinicians can be disorientated, deeply shocked, and fearful of
repercussions. They may feel they have let people down. They may lose
confidence in their ability to provide care. In most cases clinical teams will be
continuing to provide care to other patients, and may also be providing care to
the person they have harmed. Support for professionals should acknowledge
their needs, reinforce clinical competence, and foster a culture of fair
accountability.
Domain 4 - Transparent, impartial and authoritative inquiry
Domain 4 attends to the need for answers about what happened, and for
genuine reassurance that the same thing will not happen again. Domain 4,
which deals with the need to conduct an appropriate inquiry, is thus closely
associated with Domain 5, which deals with the need to hear what preventive
action will be put in place. In the first instance, people need to understand
what went wrong in order to make sense of this bewildering turn of events.
Answers about what went wrong need to come from an authoritative source,
possibly one independent of the organisation. Critically, they need to include
patients’ and supporters’ perspectives. Failure to incorporate the perspective
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of complainants or those who have suffered harm, or to accord credence to
their version of events, is one of the most glaring failings in current
investigatory practice.
A full independent review should occur from a healthcare
professional (and lay person) outside the organisation.
[Anaesthetist]
Active involvement and updates during the investigation. Clinical
appointments and corrective treatment not affected by situation.
Sharing of investigation report within set and agreed timescales.
Meeting with patients and relatives to discuss investigation findings.
One point of contact and open door policy for questions.
Coordination between trusts where necessary allowing patient a
seamless approach. Reassurance of anonymity in sharing
information including when used for teaching purposes. [Manager]

Domain 5 - Implementation of action plan approved by patients and
supporters
Hearing what will be done to prevent future injury helps rebuild trust by
demonstrating that professionals are truly taking responsibility for things that
patients cannot control. This is especially so in complex or especially severe
cases. The action plan needs to address underlying issues, and result in
meaningful activity.
Communication is paramount – open, honest. Rather than move
into litigation mode we need to rectify the situation to the patient’s
satisfaction and make them safe first. More communication is
required than most people imagine, and a consistent contact is
preferable. [ODP]

Domain 6 - Restorative approach to restitution
After something has gone wrong in a trusted relationship, it needs to be
repaired. This is the role of restitution. Familiar forms of restitution to patients
include formal apology, agreement on preventative action, and monetary
compensation. However, there is scope to be more imaginative. Restitution
should be considered in the short term (e.g. assisting with immediate
hardship) as well as in the long term (e.g. commissioning practical or
therapeutic support). Professionals who have done harm often similarly wish
to ‘make good’, and they should be supported to do so.
Truth and reconciliation are the only honest ways forward. To err is
human but to cover up is unforgivable. Explain, support, engage!
Offer a genuine apology and don’t make patient and/or supporter
feel like it’s their fault. "I'm sorry YOU feel like that" is deeply
offensive! [Patient]
Make sincere personal apologies, not what looks like a standard
letter from the chief executive. [Perioperative nurse]
Access to a solicitor and no rubbish spouted about 'can't discuss
due to patient confidentiality' poppycock [ODP].
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Domain 7 - Institutional and individual accountability
This domain concerns accountability. Relationships of trust create an
obligation on professionals to give an explanation of their actions. In addition,
misconduct (deliberate wrong doing or wilful negligence) in a trusted role
should incur sanction. These principles hold true across many professions,
from healthcare to policing to accountancy to law, and so on. When care goes
wrong, people expect professionals to discharge the obligation to render an
account, or accept sanction when appropriate. Organisations that accept
accountability willingly, and enforce it consistently, reinforce trust in the
professions and organisations.
Honesty and candour, support, rectification of problem if possible.
My friends' first child was born with the cord round his neck. He died
of anoxic brain injury. He and his wife had seen dips in foetal heart
rate on monitor, but were told they were just neurotic doctors. They
wanted a no blame process to protect other families and were
assured by the chief executive this would happen. Then stories
appeared in local paper indicating it was an ongoing problem. Trust
would not accept liability for several years. [Surgeon]
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Chapter ten - Views on how to improve the learning from
never events
The aviation industry commonly describes its knowledge of flight safety as
having been bought with the blood of those injured in aviation accidents.
Patients who suffer harm pay in the same currency. The views expressed in
our consultation suggest that although there are beacons of good practice for
others to emulate, the NHS could do more to change practice in light of what it
learns from serious incidents.
In this chapter we present views from the consultation about current
approaches to learning from serious incidents and suggestions for how to do it
better. In the consultation, we asked how individual NHS trusts are enabling
staff to learn from never events, what could be done to improve learning on a
regional basis, and what could be done to improve national learning.
Establish a clinician patient safety lead for surgery in each trust who
will be responsible for collating serious incidents and never events
and for reporting a clinical analysis of them locally, regionally and
nationally [Surgeon]

Learning within single organisations
It is apparent that there is huge variation in how effectively NHS trusts analyse
the causes and disseminate the lessons of serious incidents.
Unfortunately we asked only about learning processes in NHS trusts, so we
received no comments on how well private providers learn from events that
occur when they treat NHS patients, or how they are sharing the lessons they
learn with the wider service.
Some trusts are clearly working very hard to bring a wide range of staff into a
learning process. Respondents referred to learning being shared via a quality
improvement collaborative, clinical governance and audit events, multiprofessional mortality and morbidity meetings, email alerts, patient safety
boards in theatres and so on (as well as formal training, which we discuss
further below).
We have: a Safe Surgery Group (multiprofessional) which reviews
all incidents and cascades promptly to all staff (anaesthetists,
surgeons, theatre staff); prompt 'first look' investigation of all high
level incidents with information out to staff; use of roundtables as
part of formal inquiry process; an internal patient safety newsletter.
[Anaesthetist]
Newsletters, mandatory updates, case discussion, after action
review, incident review groups [Other: professional working in
patient safety]
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Teamwork training and team observation. Open reporting of
previous never events. Trust organised Theatre Safety Summit.
[Anaesthetist]

However, in some trusts, it would appear that although there is a focus on
learning from events the lessons are shared only (if at all) with the teams
involved.
My trust does not offer any feedback or clinical analysis on serious
adverse events, let alone never events, they simply count up how
many are reported. [Surgeon]
Though never events are rigorously investigated and reported on in
my trust, very little is ever fed back to enable staff to learn.
[Anaesthetist]
The individuals who need to be involved in this learning are often
not included in feedback. I believe that there is insufficient
commitment from management to ensure that this is undertaken…
In all these situations, feedback should be given on a personal and
team level in a comprehensive way which identifies clearly what the
issues were, where the breaches were, what happened and what
the consequences were and additionally what the potential
consequences might have been. Feedback, where provided is
usually scant, non-informative and a tick box exercise. [ODP]

A similar theme arose in relation to ‘naming and blaming’ individuals. As we
noted in our evidence review, most never events are a combination of
systemic and individual failures. However, in some organisations, the
message that is being sent is that the underlying disorder is individual failure
to follow protocols, and the prescribed cure is individual vigilance. Other
organisations appear to take the lesson of individual fault one step further,
terminating the employment of those deemed at fault. The (no doubt
unintended) message conveyed to some of our respondents was that they
should simply ‘keep their heads down’.
Regrettably, at my trust the joint response from the MD and Director
of Nursing has been to remind clinical staff of their individual
professional and personal liability for following protocols. Whilst this
is not incorrect it makes clear that the priority for the organisation is
to find fault with individuals rather than look and learn about the
culture within and address latent issues contributing to the safety
breaches. The Trust has yet to prospectively address accountability
for theatre safety practices (the ‘five steps to safer surgery’).
[Anaesthetist]
How are individual NHS trusts enabling staff to learn from never
events? Still sacking people who make them. Not really aware of
any good practice. [Other medical practitioner]
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Some respondents reflected on the impact of different approaches to
implementing the learning from serious incidents.
Good: Debriefing the team, instigating change of practice and
educating teams as to why the change has been instigated. Bad:
telling people to double count swabs (following retained swab
incident) which lasted for a month then vigilance returned to normal.
[Anaesthetist]
Good stories [are shared]. But this does not change practice unless it makes us adamant in protecting our practice. [Surgeon]
Strong leadership from consultant surgeons who take an interest in
learning for all grades of staff leads to better teamwork. [ODP]
Not seen much where we worked, with a poor safety culture (critical
incidents never reported by staff, as they felt they were ignored by
theatre management). Change has only come after 10 years with a
change of theatre manager. Good management matters.
[Anaesthetist]

Training interventions were a frequently cited means of disseminating
learning. Several respondents described having benefited from training
offered by the Association for Perioperative Practice (AfPP). Others
mentioned the introduction of skills drills in maternity care, a WHO Checklist
training video, and training for perioperative staff in the interpersonal skills
they need if they are to speak up effectively. From consultation responses, it
would seem that some trusts are adopting an integrated approach that links
training to system wide review of the causes of adverse events.
We require every directorate in the hospital to discuss every never
event (even if it has not affected them) at governance meetings. We
have had the AFPP come in to teach the theatre users (all - doctors,
nurses, ODPs and HCAs) about theatre safety. [Surgeon]
[Trust] is working hard to introduce Trust Values and Behaviours to
build a better culture. I spoke to health care assistants today about
patient safety and when they said that they would never dare
question I was able to point to the staff values and behaviours and
say - you should not be bullied or put up with rude behaviour. [ODP]
Our trust has introduced team briefings at the start of lists - this
improves team morale, it reduces hierarchy which enables staff to
feel able to question things where they otherwise may not do… We
have also received PACE training which is designed to give all staff
the confidence and ability to question and challenge other staff
members if they feel things are going wrong or if they feel help or
assistance may be required before an emergency situation arises.
[ODP]

This review of NHS staff experiences of the organisational response to
serious incidents demonstrates that very good practice has developed in
pockets within the service. The organisations ‘getting it right’ are therefore in a
strong position to guide and support organisations that are currently doing
less well.
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Learning across regions
Responses to our question about what could be done to promote regional
learning from never events elicited a common response, which was that
people felt there was a tendency for any lessons learnt to remain confined to
the hospitals concerned.
What could be done? A lot - regionally at the moment I am unaware
of any steps. [Surgeon]

On the other hand, one leading perioperative practitioner and researcher
questioned whether regional learning would be of value.
Why would this be helpful? You can report incidence on a regional
basis but the learning and action needs to be taken at organisation
level. Clearly the Royal College of Surgeons could use its regional
structures to disseminate and share, but fundamentally clinicians
need to engage with their peers and commit to improvement
approaches at local level. [Patient safety expert]

Generally however, it was felt that greater openness between geographically
co-located hospitals would be supportive of enhanced learning. This was
thought to be especially so given that never events remain relatively rare, may
not happen within individual organisations for some time, and always contain
lessons for other organisations.
All never events, but particularly surgical ones are discussed at our
regional Medical Directors forum every two months so lessons can
be disseminated across all organisations. [Surgeon]
Need national / regional reports on trends and lessons learned in
order to prevent a reoccurrence. Why reinvent the wheel if it works
elsewhere? [Manager]

Suggestions for regional practice fell broadly into four classes: various forms
of peer review, for which there appeared to be real enthusiasm; regional
meetings; regional bulletins; and regional teaching (especially linked to
existing regional training).


Suggestions for peer review were reasonably common, and it would
appear that in some areas (such as an existing South West
collaborative) they have already been proving their value. Ideas
included: peer review of theatre practice by local trusts; regional peer
review of local investigations; external review of action plans by other
trust safety leads; and regional un-announced visits from trust board
members, royal colleges and other bodies but always with the
presence of lay members.
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Suggestions for regional meetings were also frequently offered, and
emphasised the importance of making these truly interprofessional
involving healthcare students (medical, nursing, ODP and allied
professions) and indeed patients and their representatives.
Regional interdisciplinary professional networks - need to allow the
clinical professionals to be participating in these - not at the higher
strategic management level. [Perioperative professional and patient
safety expert]
East Midlands held a regional shared learning event on never
events. Very beneficial as we learnt from each other's errors and
shared actions. Share actions and improvements more widely what has worked and why. [Foundation Trust governor/board
member]



Ideas for regional communications included reference to the MHRA
style safety bulletins, and a regional theatre safety bulletin that would
be sent directly to theatre departments.



Training suggestions included frequent reference to teamwork and
human factors training at regional level, inclusion of more safety related
teaching in regional provision at specialty trainee level, and enhancing
access to simulation training by providing this on a regional basis
where facilities are not available locally.

National learning
In our final question on learning, we asked what could be done to improve
learning on a national basis.
Very broadly speaking the comments fell into three categories, reflecting the
three elements of our proposed strategy. Ordered by prevalence they were
educate, standardise, and harmonise. We will, however, take them in the
order in which we have discussed the elements in the report.
Large scale thematic reviews. Feedback on changes made
elsewhere that have worked. Standard setting in response to
national themes. [Manager]

Standardise
It is of note that many respondents chose to comment on standardisation
when invited to reflect on what could be done nationally.
Why does each hospital have its own peri-operative process? Lack
of uniformity makes it difficult for juniors who move to be familiar
with protocols. [Surgeon]
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Every theatre dept in the country needs clear guidance on standard
procedures to ensure that there is a set standard that remains the
same no matter which hospital you work in. Every theatre in every
hospital should work the same and have standard procedures for all
theatre checks done. [Perioperative nurse]
Develop guidelines from NICE. [Surgeon]
Adjust guidelines according to conclusions from previous events.
[Anaesthetist]
Standardisation, in this hospital alone we have so many variations
on a theme of WHO Checklist. A form must be produced centrally
for all NHS hospitals to follow the exact same code of practice.
[ODP]
Universal procedures so that staff moving area can follow practices.
A breakdown of events delivered to all so that staff can evaluate
their own practice. Universal training package covering basics.
[Perioperative nurse]

Educate
The most frequent suggestion was for thematic reviews of the learning
emerging from serious incidents. Receiving numerical data was not seen as
helpful. Rather, what was sought was more in the way of a ‘digest’ of stories
of monthly, quarterly or annual learning. It was suggested that this could be
delivered in a number of ways with several practitioners referring to videos,
such as the account of Elaine Bromiley’s care15, having been useful to them.
Similarly, reference was made to the value to the anaesthetic community of
their SALG bulletin, and the usefulness of CORESS to surgeons. A number of
respondents lamented the demise of the NPSA and the summaries that it had
circulated in the past.
Collate all never events nationally and produce a series of reports,
each one covering a theme. These should be published, AND
distributed to all relevant staff groups. There is a tendency for
'surgical reports' to only go to surgeons, 'medical reports' to only go
to doctors etc. These reports should be endorsed and supported by
Medical Royal Colleges, Royal College Nursing and other
professional bodies e.g. for ODP and hospital managers.
[Anaesthetist]
Re-start/energise Patient Safety First as national point of focus for
all to access info, resources, initiatives etc. Patient Safety First had
succeeded in becoming a mainstream national resource used by all
disciplines and levels. [Perioperative nurse, patient safety expert]

In addition to information needs being fulfilled through various media,
respondents made suggestions that echoed those under regional learning.
These include the need for nationally mandated core safety training, and
cross sector support between successful and struggling trusts.
15

The film ‘Just a Routine Operation’ has been widely used for surgical safety training in the UK.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JzlvgtPIof4

92

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Human factors and error training in medical education compulsory.
Human factors in all postgraduate training. Postgraduate national
training updates for older senior doctors (who miss out on the
younger trained generation). [Other medical practitioner]
1) Mentoring scheme where trusts with an excellent record re never
events can share good practice with trusts that are struggling
2) Further research into contributory factors re specific never events
e.g. factors increased risk of retained swabs may include: number of
sites operated on; whether sites use keyhole surgery or open
surgery; amount of bleeding; patient weight etc. [Head of Patient
Safety]

Harmonise
Revalidation was viewed as a powerful tool by several of those on the
taskforce. This view was shared by experts we consulted, as well as by those
responding to the online consultation.
It is highly unlikely that a surgeon or anaesthetist does NOT
experience an adverse event occurring to one of their patients in
within a five year period (although possibly not a serious one and
unlikely a never event) so the GMC could very reasonably ask every
theatre clinician to describe the completed follow-up process to an
adverse event each revalidation cycle. This would reinforce the
responsibility for clinical professionals to get a meaningful response
and change from their trust following an adverse event. It might
possibly increase the frequency with which the role of responsible
officer was delegated elsewhere due to conflict of interests.
[Anaesthetist]
Publicise findings in a brief readable fashion. Must be read as part
of revalidation. [Surgeon]

Finally, a respondent with specialist expertise in human factors raised the
issue of the design of instruments, prosthetics etc.
There must be a stronger relationship between the NHS and the
companies that supply their instruments and components. There
must be an understanding that those who supply the NHS must do
so to a high standard, both of the implant but of the
packaging/labelling. This would harden the resolve of the MHRA.
[Researcher]

Maximising learning in a mixed health economy
The focus of our discussion here has been on disseminating learning across
NHS organisations.
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However, robust mechanisms for disseminating learning throughout a mixed
public/private health economy may become increasingly important if
commissioners take the opportunity to award more contracts to qualified
providers.
The existence of a mixed health economy could also raise pressing issues as
more interventional procedures with potential to be a source of never events
take place outside of the traditional operating theatre environment.
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Table of recommendations

(Note that recommendations are set out by theme and by responsible body, and numbered from left to

right)

THEME 1 - STANDARDISE
For action by
1 Produce national standards
NHS England
through NHS England Patient
Safety Expert Groups and co-opted
experts, based on existing best
practice protocols and evidence
review. Scope of national standards
is core generic processes for
conducting surgical procedures in
operating environments wherever
they are located.

2 NHS England mandate
concordance with the new national
standards through the NHS
Standard Contract.

3 National standards require all
providers of NHS funded care to
develop and maintain local
standards consistent with the
national standards. NHS England
should support providers to develop
local standards (e.g. by providing
templates and guidance, expert
advice and promoting a peer
guidance network).

4 National standards to be
maintained and revised dynamically
to reflect learning from all never
events and serious incidents, and to
incorporate new patient safety
alerts.

5 Consider standards of good
practice concerning support for
patients and staff following never
events and other incidents of harm,
taking the Williams/ Dalton review
into account (see Rec 10).

6 Set up an independent Surgical
Incident Investigation Panel to
conduct external investigation of
selected serious incidents, peer
review investigations, propose
amendments to national standards,
and develop and disseminate best
practice investigation protocols.

7 Encourage NIHR themed call for
research on preventing and
managing serious incidents and
commissioning for safety.

8 Further consideration to be given
to the nomenclature for ‘never
events’ in the future to ensure that
‘never’ or ‘serious incidents’ remain
a focus for action, including
fostering and creating a culture to
improve rather than apply penalty.
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For action by
9 Surgical services commissioned
NHS Local
for NHS patients shall be provided
Commissioners in concordance with national
standards (once defined), through
development and implementation of
local standards, and consistent with
the NHS Standard Contract.
For action by
11 Engage professional staff in
provider
developing and implementing local
organisations
standards concordant with national
standards. Establish mechanisms
for quality assurance and review,
and for sharing learning within peer
networks and the national
standards team.
For action by
professional
associations

For action by
regulators

10 When assessing quality of
service in qualified provider,
commissioners to take into account
concordance with standards for
good practice in supporting patients
and staff following never events and
other harm (see Rec 5).
See also Recommendations 5, 10;
12 Where surgical services are
provided to NHS patients, the chair and 45- 49.
and chief executive in NHS
organisations (and their equivalents
in private providers) to be held
accountable for ensuring local
standards are implemented in
concordance with national
standards.

13 All professional associations
concerned with surgical care to
support the development of national
and local standards, incorporate
reference to concordance with
standards in professional guidance;
and state that local standards
determine standard of care required
of competent practitioner.
14 Future consideration to be given
to whether secondary legislation is
necessary to enable the CQC to
take enforcement action where
standards have not been met.
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THEME 2 - EDUCATE
For action by
15 Work with patient and
NHS England
professional organisations to coproduce a range of multi-media
tools about implementing and using
standards, disseminating through
social media and other networks.

18 Engage a cohort of keen clinical
champions e.g. through the clinical
fellowship scheme, to support the
rollout of national standards.

For action by
20 Commissioners to take account
NHS Local
of education and training in relation
Commissioners to local standards when
commissioning surgical services.
For action by
21 Providers to base safety training
provider
needs analysis on local incidents,
organisations
appraisal and other data indicating
concordance with local standards;
and incorporate local standards
training into induction and
mandatory training provision.
23 All providers of NHS services to
have an appropriately qualified and
rewarded clinical champion to lead
work reviewing, training and
responding to breaches of local
standards.

16 Utilise the evidenced potential of
peer education, peer review, audit
and associated improvement
methods by promoting standards
implementation and improvement
through networks (e.g. NHSLA
buddy scheme, Safety
Collaboratives).
19 Make appropriate
representations to encourage
training in surgical safety and
human factors for healthcare
professionals from the European
community.

17 Examine the effectiveness of a
range of methods of after action
review and incident investigation,
identify the learning needs
associated with these, and work
with relevant stakeholders to
ensure these learning needs are
met. (See also Rec 6)

22 Contracts with agency providers
of locum clinical staff shall require
locums to be familiar with national
standards and aware of their
responsibility for working in
concordance with local standards.

(Note: Local training requirements
will be specified under ‘acceptable
means of concordance’ in national
standards, and local training
policies should be specified in local
standards.)

24 Professionals involved in never
events should participate in a
comprehensive debriefing relating
to the findings following the
conclusion of an investigation.
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For action by
professional
associations

For action by
educational
bodies

For action by
regulators

25 Membership examinations for
surgical specialties, and curricula
for peri-operative practice to include
knowledge and skills relating to
national standards and clinical
human factors.
28 HEE and LETBs to ensure that
knowledge and skills relating to
national standards and clinical
human factors are included in
training of all perioperative staff.
31 GMC to make approval of
surgical specialty curricula
conditional on adequately
addressing national standards and
clinical human factors.

26 Faculty of Medical Leadership
and Management to consider how
to support and train for multiprofessional leadership of patient
safety in surgical settings.

27 Colleges and specialty
associations to investigate the
possibility of retrospective audit
(under amnesty) of never events, to
identify cases and their causes.

29 HEIs to ensure that
undergraduate and postgraduate
qualifications for perioperative staff
include knowledge and skills
relating to national standards and
clinical human factors.
32 GMC to consider adequacy of
education in patient safety when
reviewing basic medical education
and Deanery provision.

30 Deaneries to ensure that
postgraduate training adequately
addresses knowledge and skills
relating to national standards and
clinical human factors.
33 CQC to consider adequacy of
local education and training in
national standards and clinical
human factors when assessing
providers.
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THEME 3 - HARMONISE
For action by
34 Data on SIs and never events to
NHS England
be reported via a single point of
access reporting system,
thematically analysed, with learning
incorporated into national
standards.

35 Financial penalties to be
imposed only where there is failure
to report in timely fashion,
inadequate disclosure, or failure to
support patients and staff
adequately following event
(assessed through patient and staff
feedback).

36 Working with stakeholders,
develop intelligent indicators of local
standards concordance, including
qualitative audit (e.g. walk arounds,
assessing provider response);
commissioning work from suitably
qualified organisation to carry out
research to support indicator
development.

39 Incorporate reference to local
standards in disciplinary
procedures. Unjustified refusal to
comply with local standards should
trigger performance review.
42 CQC to encourage adherence to
local standards by focusing on how
organisations support learning and
implement improvements.

40 Responsible officers should
ensure that appraisal data includes
evidence of concordance with local
standards and make revalidation
conditional upon concordance.
43 GMC, NMC, and HPC to
incorporate concordance with local
standards into relevant action (e.g.
Fitness to Practice) and guidance.

45 NHSLA to incorporate evidence
of concordance with national
standards and local standards in
revised criteria for CNST discounts.

See also recommendations 36, 37.

37 Lead relevant stakeholder
organisations to develop a
communications concordat on
learning from SIs, disseminating
information and notifying national
standards review team.
See recommendations 35, 36, 37.

For action by
NHS Local
commissioners
For action by
38 When investigating SIs take into
provider
account concordance with local
organisations
standards; report learning about
standards-related issues to national
standards review body.
For action by
41 CQC, Monitor and NHS TDA to
Regulators
assess organisations using
intelligent indicators of local
standards concordance (see
recommendation 35).
For action by
44 NHSLA to make explicit that
NHSLA
local standards are relevant to
determining legal liability, including
for breach of standards of care and
breach of any duty of candour.
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SUNDRY MATTERS TO BE INCLUDED IN NATIONAL STANDARDS
NOTE: The scope of national standards is defined as ‘core generic processes for conducting surgical procedures in operating
environments wherever they are located’.
THEME 1 STANDARDISE
46 All operating lists shall commence with a pre-list briefing at which all staff are present
47 A national standard on list preparation shall be developed, addressing the following specific recommendations: (a) that lists shall
not be altered without compelling reason; (b) that where lists are altered a further team briefing / time out shall take place; (c) that
lists shall include a scheduled time for a pre-list briefing.
THEME 2 EDUCATE
48 Where appropriate national standards will make reference to provision of appropriate training an ‘acceptable means of
compliance’.
49 Providers shall be responsible for ensuring that staff, particularly those trained outside the NHS national standards system,
receive training in local standards.
THEME 3 HARMONISE
50 Local standards shall include a description of providers’ own safety and quality management system and professional
responsibilities within it; this should include provider approaches to training, appraisal, ensuring concordance with standards, action
in response to breaches of standards, and reporting learning from incidents to national standards.
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Appendix 1 – Patient and professional stories in this report. Terms of reference.
Membership and acknowledgements.
Patient and staff stories
The stories we have included in the report are derived from interviews with patients and
professionals who have been involved in “never events”. Two patients and three
professionals offered to take part in unstructured narrative interviews about their
experiences to inform the work of the taskforce.
It is important to recognise that the stories we present here are stories of experience. They
include perceptions and feelings as well as the ‘facts of the matter’. For professionals, the
emphasis of the stories tended toward accounts of how an error occurred and why. For
patients the focus was on how they were supported and treated in the aftermath. For both
patients and professionals the events were traumatic and distressing.
Those involved have been assigned pseudonyms to protect confidentiality.
Terms of reference
The taskforce was a time limited group asked to investigate the reasons why surgical
never events continue to occur and how to prevent them from happening in the future. The
group used the following terms of reference:
1. Examine and clarify the reasons for the persistence of surgical never events in NHS
Commissioned Services in England
2. Make recommendations for further interventions, policies, measures or other
activities that will aim to eliminate the occurrence of peri-operative never events.
3. Specifically examine the effectiveness of the roll-out of the surgical safety checklist
and its derivatives in the NHS Commissioned Services in England and make
recommendations about how relevant checklists can further contribute to reducing
surgical never events
4. Deliver the above to the patient safety domain of NHS England by 31 July 2013.
Task force members
Suzanne Shale, chair
Clare Marx, Royal College of Surgeons, vice chair
Fran Watts, NHS England
Murray Anderson Wallace, strategic communications adviser
Emma Boakes, NHS England
Clare Bowen, patient representative
Susan Burnett, Imperial College London / Clinical Human Factors Group
Tracy Coates, Association for Perioperative Practice
Tom Clutton – Brock, Royal College of Anaesthetists
Rhona Flin, University of Aberdeen / Clinical Human Factors Group
Mervi Jokinen, Royal College of Midwives
Danny Keenan, Care Quality Commission / NICE
Bill Kilvington, President, College of Operating Department Practitioners
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Edward Morris, Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists
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Susan Robinson, Royal College of Physicians
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Isabeau Walker, Association of Anaesthetists of Great Britain and Ireland
Acknowledgements
The task force is grateful for the support of Lavinia Blackett and Jenny Soreskog-Turp at
the Royal College of Surgeons, who ran the online consultation on our behalf. Murray
Anderson Wallace and Dane Wiig (NHS England and Patient Safety First) promoted the
consultation through professional networks.
We are grateful to F1 doctor Selena Knight, who voluntarily assisted in the analysis of
consultation data. We were also helped by Dane Wiig and Taofikat Agbabiaka from NHS
England.
Nick Toff and Bill Kilvington drafted the sample national and local standard.
The report was prepared by Suzanne Shale, who carried out the evidence scan
Fran Watts supplied content for chapter one, and Stephanie Russ prepared a draft of
chapters four and five. Murray Anderson Wallace prepared the patient and professional
stories and contributed to chapter nine. Edward Morris and Isabeau Walker commented on
the first draft. Other members of the taskforce commented in detail on the final draft.

102

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Appendix 2 Bibliography
Joint Commission Center for Transforming Healthcare launches second targeted solutions
tool. Tool focuses on reducing the risk of wrong site surgery. Jt Comm Perspect. 2012
Mar;32(3):1, 15. PubMed PMID: 22509622.
Prevention of wrong-site and wrong-patient surgical errors. Prescrire Int. 2013
Jan;22(134):14-6. PubMed PMID: 23367678.
Abdel-Rehim S, Morritt A, Perks G. WHO Surgical Checklist and Its Practical Application in
Plastic Surgery. Plast Surg Int. 2011;2011:579579. PubMed PMID: 22567243; PubMed
Central PMCID: PMC3335640.
Ahmed K, Khan N, Khan MS, Dasgupta P. Development and content validation of a
surgical safety checklist for operating theatres that use robotic technology. BJU Int. 2013
Jun;111(7):1161-74. PubMed PMID: 23601155.
Akl EA, Sackett KM, Erdley WS, Mustafa RA, Fiander M, Gabriel C, Schünemann H.
Educational games for health professionals. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2013 Jan
31;1:CD006411. PubMed PMID: 23440807.
Allard J, Bleakley A, Hobbs A, Coombes L. Pre-surgery briefings and safety climate in the
operating theatre. BMJ Qual Saf. 2011 Aug;20(8):711-7. PubMed PMID: 21676948.
Alnaib M, Al Samaraee A, Bhattacharya V. The WHO surgical safety checklist. J Perioper
Pract. 2012 Sep;22(9):289-92. PubMed PMID: 23101171.
Armstrong N, Herbert G, Aveling EL, Dixon-Woods M, Martin G. Optimizing patient
involvement in quality improvement. Health Expect. 2013 Feb 3;PubMed PMID: 23374430.
Asiyanbola B, Cheng-Wu C, Lewin JS, Etienne-Cummings R. Modified map-seeking
circuit: use of computer-aided detection in locating postoperative retained foreign bodies. J
Surg Res. 2012 Jun 15;175(2):e47-52. PubMed PMID: 22440933.
Asiyanbola B, Etienne-Cummings R, Lewi JS. Prevention and diagnosis of retained foreign
bodies through the years: past, present, and future technologies. Technol Health Care.
2012;20(5):379-86. PubMed PMID: 23079943.
Asiyanbola B. A study of the bioengineered surgical sponge. Technol Health Care.
2012;20(5):387-93. PubMed PMID: 23079944.
Askarian M, Kouchak F, Palenik CJ. Effect of surgical safety checklists on postoperative
morbidity and mortality rates, Shiraz, Faghihy Hospital, a 1-year study. Qual Manag Health
Care. 2011 Oct-Dec;20(4):293-7. PubMed PMID: 21971026.
Astrom L. Adaptation of WHO safe surgery checklist to ophthalmic surgery. Insight. 2013
Spring;38(2):8-9. PubMed PMID: 23724555.
Aveling EL, Martin G, Armstrong N, Banerjee J, Dixon-Woods M. Quality improvement
through clinical communities: eight lessons for practice. J Health Organ Manag.
2012;26(2):158-74. PubMed PMID: 22856174.

103

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Aveling EL, Martin G, Jiménez García S, Martin L, Herbert G, Armstrong N, Dixon-Woods
M, Woolhouse I. Reciprocal peer review for quality improvement: an ethnographic case
study of the Improving Lung Cancer Outcomes Project. BMJ Qual Saf. 2012
Dec;21(12):1034-41. PubMed PMID: 22879446.
Benn J, Burnett S, Parand A, Pinto A, Iskander S, Vincent C. Perceptions of the impact of
a large-scale collaborative improvement programme: experience in the UK Safer Patients
Initiative. J Eval Clin Pract. 2009 Jun;15(3):524-40. PubMed PMID: 19522907.
Benn J, Burnett S, Parand A, Pinto A, Iskander S, Vincent C. Studying large-scale
programmes to improve patient safety in whole care systems: challenges for research.
Soc Sci Med. 2009 Dec;69(12):1767-76. PubMed PMID: 19854551.
Bergal LM, Schwarzkopf R, Walsh M, Tejwani NC. Patient participation in surgical site
marking: can this be an additional tool to help avoid wrong-site surgery?. J Patient Saf.
2010 Dec;6(4):221-5. PubMed PMID: 21500609.
Bliss LA, Ross-Richardson CB, Sanzari LJ, Shapiro DS, Lukianoff AE, Bernstein BA,
Ellner SJ. Thirty-day outcomes support implementation of a surgical safety checklist. J Am
Coll Surg. 2012 Dec;215(6):766-76. PubMed PMID: 22951032.
Burnett S, Benn J, Pinto A, Parand A, Iskander S, Vincent C. Organisational readiness:
exploring the preconditions for success in organisation-wide patient safety improvement
programmes. Qual Saf Health Care. 2010 Aug;19(4):313-7. PubMed PMID: 20211961.
Busemann A, Busemann C, Traeger T, Festge OA, Neu J, Heidecke CD. [Curriculum
"Patient Safety" for Undergraduate Medical Students at the Department of Surgery,
University of Greifswald]. Zentralbl Chir. 2013 Jan 16;PubMed PMID: 23325521.
Calland JF, Turrentine FE, Guerlain S, Bovbjerg V, Poole GR, Lebeau K, Peugh J, Adams
RB. The surgical safety checklist: lessons learned during implementation. Am Surg. 2011
Sep;77(9):1131-7. PubMed PMID: 21944620.
Carney BT, West P, Neily J, Mills PD, Bagian JP. Differences in nurse and surgeon
perceptions of teamwork: implications for use of a briefing checklist in the OR. AORN J.
2010 Jun;91(6):722-9. PubMed PMID: 20510945.
Cavallini GM, Campi L, De Maria M, Forlini M. Clinical risk management in eye outpatient
surgery: a new surgical safety checklist for cataract surgery and intravitreal anti-VEGF
injection. Graefes Arch Clin Exp Ophthalmol. 2013 Mar;251(3):889-94. PubMed PMID:
23180235.
Cima RR, Kollengode A, Clark J, Pool S, Weisbrod C, Amstutz GJ, Deschamps C. Using a
data-matrix-coded sponge counting system across a surgical practice: impact after 18
months. Jt Comm J Qual Patient Saf. 2011 Feb;37(2):51-8. PubMed PMID: 21939132.
Clarke JR, Johnston J, Blanco M, Martindell DP. Wrong-site surgery: can we prevent it?.
Adv Surg. 2008;42:13-31. PubMed PMID: 18953807.
Cobb TK. Wrong site surgery-where are we and what is the next step?. Hand (N Y). 2012
Jun;7(2):229-32. PubMed PMID: 23730251; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3351519.

104

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Colbert S, Jackson M, Turner M, Brennan PA. Reducing the risk of retained throat packs
after surgery. Br J Oral Maxillofac Surg. 2012 Oct;50(7):680-1. PubMed PMID: 22360973.
Conley DM, Singer SJ, Edmondson L, Berry WR, Gawande AA. Effective surgical safety
checklist implementation. J Am Coll Surg. 2011 May;212(5):873-9. PubMed PMID:
21398154.
Cullati S, Le Du S, Raë AC, Micallef M, Khabiri E, Ourahmoune A, Boireaux A, Licker M,
Chopard P. Is the Surgical Safety Checklist successfully conducted? An observational
study of social interactions in the operating rooms of a tertiary hospital. BMJ Qual Saf.
2013 Aug;22(8):639-46. PubMed PMID: 23476070.
Da Silva-Freitas R, Martín-Laez R, Madrazo-Leal CB, Villena-Martin M, Valduvieco-Juaristi
I, Martínez-Agüeros JÁ, Vázquez Barquero A. [Establishment of a modified surgical safety
checklist for the neurosurgical patient: Initial experience in 400 cases]. Neurocirugia
(Astur). 2012 Mar;23(2):60-9. PubMed PMID: 22578605.
Dackiewicz N, Viteritti L, Marciano B, Bailez M, Merino P, Bortolato D, Jaichenko A,
Seminara R, Amarilla A. [Achievements and challenges in implementing the surgical
checklist in a pediatric hospital]. Arch Argent Pediatr. 2012 Dec;110(6):503-8. PubMed
PMID: 23224308.
Davis RE, Jacklin R, Sevdalis N, Vincent CA. Patient involvement in patient safety: what
factors influence patient participation and engagement?. Health Expect. 2007
Sep;10(3):259-67. PubMed PMID: 17678514.
Davis RE, Sevdalis N, Jacklin R, Vincent CA. An examination of opportunities for the
active patient in improving patient safety. J Patient Saf. 2012 Mar;8(1):36-43. PubMed
PMID: 22258225.
Davis RE, Sevdalis N, Vincent CA. Patient involvement in patient safety: the health-care
professional's perspective. J Patient Saf. 2012 Dec;8(4):182-8. PubMed PMID: 23007240.
Davis RE, Sevdalis N, Vincent CA. Patient involvement in patient safety: How willing are
patients to participate?. BMJ Qual Saf. 2011 Jan;20(1):108-14. PubMed PMID: 21228083.
Davis RE, Sevdalis N, Pinto A, Darzi A, Vincent CA. Patients' attitudes towards patient
involvement in safety interventions: results of two exploratory studies. Health Expect. 2011
Dec 12;PubMed PMID: 22151624.
DeFontes J & Surbida S. Preoperative Safety Briefing Project. The Permanente Journal
2004: 21-27.
de Vries EN, Prins HA, Crolla RM, den Outer AJ, van Andel G, van Helden SH, Schlack
WS, van Putten MA, Gouma DJ, Dijkgraaf MG, Smorenburg SM, Boermeester MA,
SURPASS Collaborative Group. Effect of a comprehensive surgical safety system on
patient outcomes. N Engl J Med. 2010 Nov 11;363(20):1928-37. PubMed PMID:
21067384.
(a) de Vries EN, Eikens-Jansen MP, Hamersma AM, Smorenburg SM, Gouma DJ,
Boermeester MA. Prevention of surgical malpractice claims by use of a surgical safety
checklist. Ann Surg. 2011 Mar;253(3):624-8. PubMed PMID: 21209590.
105

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

(b) de Vries EN, Dijkstra L, Smorenburg SM, Meijer RP, Boermeester MA. The SURgical
PAtient Safety System (SURPASS) checklist optimizes timing of antibiotic prophylaxis.
Patient Saf Surg. 2010 Apr 13;4(1):6. PubMed PMID: 20388204; PubMed Central PMCID:
PMC2867812.
Devine J, Chutkan N, Norvell DC, Dettori JR. Avoiding wrong site surgery: a systematic
review. Spine (Phila Pa 1976). 2010 Apr 20;35(9 Suppl):S28-36. PubMed PMID:
20407349.
DiGiovanni CW, Kang L, Manuel J. Patient compliance in avoiding wrong-site surgery. J
Bone Joint Surg Am. 2003 May;85-A(5):815-9. PubMed PMID: 12728030.
Dixon-Woods M, Bosk CL, Aveling EL, Goeschel CA, Pronovost PJ. Explaining Michigan:
developing an ex post theory of a quality improvement program. Milbank Q. 2011
Jun;89(2):167-205. PubMed PMID: 21676020; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3142336.
Dixon-Woods M, McNicol S, Martin G. Ten challenges in improving quality in healthcare:
lessons from the Health Foundation's programme evaluations and relevant literature. BMJ
Qual Saf. 2012 Oct;21(10):876-84. PubMed PMID: 22543475; PubMed Central PMCID:
PMC3461644.
Dixon-Woods M, Leslie M, Tarrant C, Bion J. Explaining Matching Michigan: an
ethnographic study of a patient safety program. Implement Sci. 2013 Jun 20;8:70. PubMed
PMID: 23786847; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3704826.
Doherty C, Stavropoulou C. Patients' willingness and ability to participate actively in the
reduction of clinical errors: a systematic literature review. Soc Sci Med. 2012
Jul;75(2):257-63. PubMed PMID: 22541799.
Edel EM. Surgical count practice variability and the potential for retained surgical items.
AORN J. 2012 Feb;95(2):228-38. PubMed PMID: 22283914.
Edwards M, Agha R, Coughlan J. Capturing intra-operative safety information using
surgical wikis. Inform Health Soc Care. 2013 Mar;38(2):120-31. PubMed PMID: 23323520.
Ellner SJ, Joyner PW. Information technologies and patient safety. Surg Clin North Am.
2012 Feb;92(1):79-87. PubMed PMID: 22269262.
Entwistle VA. Differing perspectives on patient involvement in patient safety. Qual Saf
Health Care. 2007 Apr;16(2):82-3. PubMed PMID: 17403749; PubMed Central PMCID:
PMC2653159.
Fargen KM, Velat GJ, Lawson MF, Firment CS, Mocco J, Hoh BL. Enhanced staff
communication and reduced near-miss errors with a neurointerventional procedural
checklist. J Neurointerv Surg. 2012 Jul 6;PubMed PMID: 22773334.
Flin R, O’Connor P, Crichton M. Safety at the Sharp End: A Guide to Non-Technical Skills
2008 (Ashgate)
Flodgren G, Conterno LO, Mayhew A, Omar O, Pereira CR, Shepperd S. Interventions to
improve professional adherence to guidelines for prevention of device-related infections.
Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2013 Mar 28;3:CD006559. PubMed PMID: 23543545.

106

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Flodgren G, Pomey MP, Taber SA, Eccles MP. Effectiveness of external inspection of
compliance with standards in improving healthcare organisation behaviour, healthcare
professional behaviour or patient outcomes. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2011 Nov
9;PubMed PMID: 22071861.
Fourcade A, Blache JL, Grenier C, Bourgain JL, Minvielle E. Barriers to staff adoption of a
surgical safety checklist. BMJ Qual Saf. 2012 Mar;21(3):191-7. PubMed PMID: 22069112;
PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3285141.
Fudickar A, Hörle K, Wiltfang J, Bein B. The effect of the WHO Surgical Safety Checklist
on complication rate and communication. Dtsch Arztebl Int. 2012 Oct;109(42):695-701.
PubMed PMID: 23264813; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3489074.
George J. Re: Avoiding never events: Improving nasogastric intubation practice and
standards. Clin Radiol. 2013 Jun 10;PubMed PMID: 23763765.
Gibbs VC. Thinking in three's: changing surgical patient safety practices in the complex
modern operating room. World J Gastroenterol. 2012 Dec 14;18(46):6712-9. PubMed
PMID: 23239908; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3520159.
Gonsenhauser I, Beal E, Shihadeh F, Mekhjian HS, Moffatt-Bruce SD. Development and
assessment of quality improvement education for medical students at The Ohio State
University Medical Center. J Healthc Qual. 2012 Nov-Dec;34(6):36-42. PubMed PMID:
23163971.
Greenberg CC, Diaz-Flores R, Lipsitz SR, Regenbogen SE, Mulholland L, Mearn F, Rao
S, Toidze T, Gawande AA. Bar-coding surgical sponges to improve safety: a randomized
controlled trial. Ann Surg. 2008 Apr;247(4):612-6. PubMed PMID: 18362623.
Hadjipavlou AG, Marshall RW. Wrong site surgery: The maze of potential errors. Bone
Joint J. 2013 Apr;95-B(4):434-5. PubMed PMID: 23539692.
Hariharan D, Lobo DN. Retained surgical sponges, needles and instruments. Ann R Coll
Surg Engl. 2013 Mar;95(2):87-92. PubMed PMID: 23484986.
Haugen AS, Søfteland E, Eide GE, Sevdalis N, Vincent CA, Nortvedt MW, Harthug S.
Impact of the World Health Organization's Surgical Safety Checklist on safety culture in
the operating theatre: a controlled intervention study. Br J Anaesth. 2013 May;110(5):80715. PubMed PMID: 23404986; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3630285.
Haynes AB, Weiser TG, Berry WR, Lipsitz SR, Breizat AH, Dellinger EP, Dziekan G,
Herbosa T, Kibatala PL, Lapitan MC, Merry AF, Reznick RK, Taylor B, Vats A, Gawande
AA, Safe Surgery Saves Lives Study Group. Changes in safety attitude and relationship to
decreased postoperative morbidity and mortality following implementation of a checklistbased surgical safety intervention. BMJ Qual Saf. 2011 Jan;20(1):102-7. PubMed PMID:
21228082.
Haynes AB, Weiser TG, Berry WR, Lipsitz SR, Breizat AH, Dellinger EP, Herbosa T,
Joseph S, Kibatala PL, Lapitan MC, Merry AF, Moorthy K, Reznick RK, Taylor B,
Gawande A, Safe Surgery Saves Lives Study Group. A surgical safety checklist to reduce
morbidity and mortality in a global population. N Engl J Med. 2009 Jan 29;360(5):491-9.
PubMed PMID: 19144931.
107

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Gawande, A. The Checklist Manifesto: How to get things right. 2011 (Metropolitan Books
Henry Holt and Co.)
Healy JM. How hospital leaders implemented a safe surgery protocol in Australian
hospitals. Int J Qual Health Care. 2012 Feb;24(1):88-94. PubMed PMID: 22140202.
Helmiö P, Takala A, Aaltonen LM, Blomgren K. WHO Surgical Safety Checklist in
otorhinolaryngology-head and neck surgery: specialty-related aspects of check items. Acta
Otolaryngol. 2012 Dec;132(12):1334-41. PubMed PMID: 23039247.
Helmiö P, Blomgren K, Takala A, Pauniaho SL, Takala RS, Ikonen TS. Towards better
patient safety: WHO Surgical Safety Checklist in otorhinolaryngology. Clin Otolaryngol.
2011 Jun;36(3):242-7. PubMed PMID: 21481197.
Henderson A, Henderson S. Provision of a surgeon's performance data for people
considering elective surgery. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2010 Nov 10;PubMed PMID:
21069688.
Huis A, van Achterberg T, de Bruin M, Grol R, Schoonhoven L, Hulscher M. A systematic
review of hand hygiene improvement strategies: a behavioural approach. Implement Sci.
2012 Sep 14;7:92. PubMed PMID: 22978722; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3517511.
Hussain W. Avoiding wrong site surgery: how language and technology can help. Br J
Dermatol. 2012 Nov;167(5):1186. PubMed PMID: 22540365.
Ivers N, Jamtvedt G, Flottorp S, Young JM, Odgaard-Jensen J, French SD, O'Brien MA,
Johansen M, Grimshaw J, Oxman AD. Audit and feedback: effects on professional
practice and healthcare outcomes. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2012 Jun
13;6:CD000259. PubMed PMID: 22696318.
Jamtvedt G, Young JM, Kristoffersen DT, Thomson O'Brien MA, Oxman AD. Audit and
feedback: effects on professional practice and health care outcomes. Cochrane Database
Syst Rev. 2003;PubMed PMID: 12917891.
Jones S. Your life in WHOs hands: the World Health Organization Surgical Safety
Checklist: a critical review of the literature. J Perioper Pract. 2011 Aug;21(8):271-4.
PubMed PMID: 22029207.
Joshi S, Gorin MA, Ayyathurai R, Ciancio G. Development of a surgical safety checklist for
the performance of radical nephrectomy and tumor thrombectomy. Patient Saf Surg. 2012
Dec 15;6(1):27. PubMed PMID: 23241448; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3546874.
Kanki B.G, Helmreich RL, Anca J. Crew Resource Management 2010 (Academic Press,
2nd Edition)
Kearns RJ, Uppal V, Bonner J, Robertson J, Daniel M, McGrady EM. The introduction of a
surgical safety checklist in a tertiary referral obstetric centre. BMJ Qual Saf. 2011
Sep;20(9):818-22. PubMed PMID: 21693466.
Kelly SP, Steeples LR, Smith R, Azuara-Blanco A. Surgical checklist for cataract surgery:
progress with the initiative by the Royal College of Ophthalmologists to improve patient
safety. Eye (Lond). 2013 Jul;27(7):878-82. PubMed PMID: 23703633; PubMed Central

108

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

PMCID: PMC3709384.
Kelly SP, Jalil A. Wrong intraocular lens implant; learning from reported patient safety
incidents. Eye (Lond). 2011 Jun;25(6):730-4. PubMed PMID: 21350567; PubMed Central
PMCID: PMC3178144.
Ketelaar NA, Faber MJ, Flottorp S, Rygh LH, Deane KH, Eccles MP. Public release of
performance data in changing the behaviour of healthcare consumers, professionals or
organisations. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2011 Nov 9;PubMed PMID: 22071813.
Khorsandi M, Skouras C, Beatson K, Alijani A. Quality review of an adverse incident
reporting system and root cause analysis of serious adverse surgical incidents in a
teaching hospital of Scotland. Patient Saf Surg. 2012 Aug 29;6(1):21. PubMed PMID:
22931540; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3499447.
Kish-Gephart JJ, Harrison DA, Treviño LK. Bad apples, bad cases, and bad barrels: metaanalytic evidence about sources of unethical decisions at work. J Appl Psychol. 2010
Jan;95(1):1-31. PubMed PMID: 20085404.
Knepil GJ, Harvey CT, Beech AN. Marking the skin for oral surgical procedures: improving
the WHO checklist. Br J Oral Maxillofac Surg. 2013 Jul;51(5):413-5. PubMed PMID:
23036833.
Koh RY, Park T, Wickens CD, Ong LT, Chia SN. Differences in attentional strategies by
novice and experienced operating theatre scrub nurses. J Exp Psychol Appl. 2011
Sep;17(3):233-46. PubMed PMID: 21942313.
Ladak A, Spinner RJ. Redefining "wrong site surgery" and refining the surgical pause and
checklist: Taking surgical safety to another level. World Neurosurg. 2013 Feb 18;PubMed
PMID: 23428376.
Law RL, Pullyblank AM, Eveleigh M, Slack N. Avoiding never events: improving
nasogastric intubation practice and standards. Clin Radiol. 2013 Mar;68(3):239-44.
PubMed PMID: 22959258.
Leach LS, Myrtle RC, Weaver FA, Dasu S. Assessing the performance of surgical teams.
Health Care Manage Rev. 2009 Jan-Mar;34(1):29-41. PubMed PMID: 19104262.
Lee AJ, Raniga S, Hooper G, Perry A, Bisset R, Darley D, Hurley-Watts C. The Time Out
Procedure: have we changed our practice?. N Z Med J. 2012 Sep 21;125(1362):26-35.
PubMed PMID: 23178602.
Lee MJ, Fanelli F, Haage P, Hausegger K, Van Lienden KP. Patient safety in
interventional radiology: a CIRSE IR checklist. Cardiovasc Intervent Radiol. 2012
Apr;35(2):244-6. PubMed PMID: 22011783; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3298647.
Leff DR, Vincent C, Al-Mufti R, Cunningham D, Darzi A, Hadjiminas DJ. A clinical "near
miss" highlights risk management issues surrounding ultrasound-guided and wire-localised
breast resections. Patient Saf Surg. 2012 Jul 16;6(1):15. PubMed PMID: 22800678;
PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3466149.
Levy SM, Senter CE, Hawkins RB, Zhao JY, Doody K, Kao LS, Lally KP, Tsao K.

109

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Implementing a surgical checklist: more than checking a box. Surgery. 2012
Sep;152(3):331-6. PubMed PMID: 22770952.
Lindley EM, Botolin S, Burger EL, Patel VV. Unusual spine anatomy contributing to wrong
level spine surgery: a case report and recommendations for decreasing the risk of
preventable 'never events'. Patient Saf Surg. 2011 Dec 14;5(1):33. PubMed PMID:
22168745; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3259034.
Lingard L, Regehr G, Orser B, Reznick R, Baker GR, Doran D, Espin S, Bohnen J, Whyte
S. Evaluation of a preoperative checklist and team briefing among surgeons, nurses, and
anesthesiologists to reduce failures in communication. Arch Surg. 2008 Jan;143(1):12-7;
discussion 18. PubMed PMID: 18209148.
Liou TN, Nussenbaum B. Wrong site surgery in otolaryngology-head and neck surgery.
Laryngoscope. 2013 May 13;PubMed PMID: 23670740.
Longo UG, Loppini M, Romeo G, Maffulli N, Denaro V. Errors of level in spinal surgery: an
evidence-based systematic review. J Bone Joint Surg Br. 2012 Nov;94(11):1546-50.
PubMed PMID: 23109637.
Low DK, Reed MA, Geiduschek JM, Martin LD. Striving for a zero-error patient surgical
journey through adoption of aviation-style challenge and response flow checklists: a
quality improvement project. Paediatr Anaesth. 2013 Jul;23(7):571-8. PubMed PMID:
23373830.
Lübbeke A, Hovaguimian F, Wickboldt N, Barea C, Clergue F, Hoffmeyer P, Walder B.
Effectiveness of the surgical safety checklist in a high standard care environment. Med
Care. 2013 May;51(5):425-9. PubMed PMID: 23579353.
Lyons M. Should patients have a role in patient safety? A safety engineering view. Qual
Saf Health Care. 2007 Apr;16(2):140-2. PubMed PMID: 17403763; PubMed Central
PMCID: PMC2653153.
Macario A, Morris D, Morris S. Initial clinical evaluation of a handheld device for detecting
retained surgical gauze sponges using radiofrequency identification technology. Arch
Surg. 2006 Jul;141(7):659-62. PubMed PMID: 16847236.
Mahajan RP. The WHO surgical checklist. Best Pract Res Clin Anaesthesiol. 2011
Jun;25(2):161-8. PubMed PMID: 21550541.
Mahajan RP. Critical incident reporting and learning. Br J Anaesth. 2010 Jul;105(1):69-75.
PubMed PMID: 20551028.
Mahar P, Wasiak J, Batty L, Fowler S, Cleland H, Gruen RL. Interventions for reducing
wrong-site surgery and invasive procedures. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2012 Sep
12;9:CD009404. PubMed PMID: 22972144.
Mahran MA, Toeima E, Morris EP. The recurring problem of retained swabs
and instruments. Best Pract Res Clin Obstet Gynaecol. 2013 Aug;27(4):489-95. PubMed
PMID: 23578840.
Mainthia R, Lockney T, Zotov A, France DJ, Bennett M, St Jacques PJ, Furman W, Randa

110

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

S, Feistritzer N, Eavey R, Leming-Lee S, Anders S. Novel use of electronic whiteboard in
the operating room increases surgical team compliance with pre-incision safety practices.
Surgery. 2012 May;151(5):660-6. PubMed PMID: 22244178.
Makary MA, Mukherjee A, Sexton JB, Syin D, Goodrich E, Hartmann E, Rowen L, Behrens
DC, Marohn M, Pronovost PJ. Operating room briefings and wrong-site surgery. J Am Coll
Surg. 2007 Feb;204(2):236-43. PubMed PMID: 17254927.
Marshall M, Pronovost P, Dixon-Woods M. Promotion of improvement as a science.
Lancet. 2013 Feb 2;381(9864):419-21. PubMed PMID: 23374480.
Matsen FA 3rd, Stephens L, Jette JL, Warme WJ, Posner KL. Lessons regarding the
safety of orthopaedic patient care: an analysis of four hundred and sixty-four closed
malpractice claims. J Bone Joint Surg Am. 2013 Feb 20;95(4):e201-8. PubMed PMID:
23426777.
McConnell DJ, Fargen KM, Mocco J. Surgical checklists: A detailed review of their
emergence, development, and relevance to neurosurgical practice. Surg Neurol Int.
2012;3:2. PubMed PMID: 22347672; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3279961.
McLaughlin N, Winograd D, Chung HR, Van de Wiele B, Martin NA. University of
California, Los Angeles, surgical time-out process: evolution, challenges, and future
perspective. Neurosurg Focus. 2012 Nov;33(5):E5. PubMed PMID: 23116100.
Mehtsun WT, Ibrahim AM, Diener-West M, Pronovost PJ, Makary MA. Surgical never
events in the United States. Surgery. 2013 Apr;153(4):465-72. PubMed PMID: 23257079.
Mitchell EL, Lee DY, Arora S, Kenney-Moore P, Liem TK, Landry GJ, Moneta GL, Sevdalis
N. Improving the quality of the surgical morbidity and mortality conference: a prospective
intervention study. Acad Med. 2013 Jun;88(6):824-30. PubMed PMID: 23619062.
Moffatt-Bruce SD, Ellison EC, Anderson HL 3rd, Chan L, Balija TM, Bernescu I, Cipolla J,
Marchigiani R, Seamon MJ, Cook CH, Steinberg SM, Stawicki SP, OPUS 12 Foundation,
Inc. Multi-Center Trials Group. Intravascular retained surgical items: a multicenter study of
risk factors. J Surg Res. 2012 Nov;178(1):519-23. PubMed PMID: 22516346.
Mohammed A, Wu J, Biggs T, Ofili-Yebovi D, Cox M, Pacquette S, Duffy S. Does use of a
World Health Organization obstetric safe surgery checklist improve communication
between obstetricians and anaesthetists? A retrospective study of 389 caesarean
sections. BJOG. 2013 Apr;120(5):644-8. PubMed PMID: 23190321.
Munigangaiah S, Sayana MK, Lenehan B. Relevance of World Health Organization
surgical safety checklist to trauma and orthopaedic surgery. Acta Orthop Belg. 2012
Oct;78(5):574-81. PubMed PMID: 23162951.
Murthy L, Shepperd S, Clarke MJ, Garner SE, Lavis JN, Perrier L, Roberts NW, Straus
SE. Interventions to improve the use of systematic reviews in decision-making by health
system managers, policy makers and clinicians. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2012 Sep
12;9:CD009401. PubMed PMID: 22972142.
Neily J, Mills PD, Paull DE, Mazzia LM, Turner JR, Hemphill RR, Gunnar W. Sharing
lessons learned to prevent incorrect surgery. Am Surg. 2012 Nov;78(11):1276-80.
111

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

PubMed PMID: 23089448.
Neily J, Mills PD, Eldridge N, Carney BT, Pfeffer D, Turner JR, Young-Xu Y, Gunnar W,
Bagian JP. Incorrect surgical procedures within and outside of the operating room: a
follow-up report. Arch Surg. 2011 Nov;146(11):1235-9. PubMed PMID: 21768408.
Neily J, Mills PD, Young-Xu Y, Carney BT, West P, Berger DH, Mazzia LM, Paull DE,
Bagian JP. Association between implementation of a medical team training program and
surgical mortality. JAMA. 2010 Oct 20;304(15):1693-700. PubMed PMID: 20959579.
Nicolini D, Waring J, Mengis J. Policy and practice in the use of root cause analysis to
investigate clinical adverse events: mind the gap. Soc Sci Med. 2011 Jul;73(2):217-25.
PubMed PMID: 21683494.
Norton EK, Martin C, Micheli AJ. Patients count on it: an initiative to reduce incorrect
counts and prevent retained surgical items. AORN J. 2012 Jan;95(1):109-21. PubMed
PMID: 22201575.
O'Neill T, Cherreau P, Bouaziz H. Patient safety in regional anesthesia: preventing wrongsite peripheral nerve block. J Clin Anesth. 2010 Feb;22(1):74-7. PubMed PMID:
20206860.
Ocloo JE, Fulop NJ. Developing a 'critical' approach to patient and public involvement in
patient safety in the NHS: learning lessons from other parts of the public sector?. Health
Expect. 2012 Dec;15(4):424-32. PubMed PMID: 21711471.
Oszvald Á, Vatter H, Byhahn C, Seifert V, Güresir E. "Team time-out" and surgical safetyexperiences in 12,390 neurosurgical patients. Neurosurg Focus. 2012 Nov;33(5):E6.
PubMed PMID: 23116101.
Pancieri AP, Santos BP, de Avila MA, Braga EM. [Safe surgery checklist: analysis of the
safety and communication of teams from a teaching hospital]. Rev Gaucha Enferm. 2013
Mar;34(1):71-8. PubMed PMID: 23781726.
Panesar SS, Carson-Stevens A, Fitzgerald JE, Emerton M. The WHO surgical safety
checklist - junior doctors as agents for change. Int J Surg. 2010;8(6):414-6. PubMed
PMID: 20601254.
Panesar SS, Noble DJ, Mirza SB, Patel B, Mann B, Emerton M, Cleary K, Sheikh A,
Bhandari M. Can the surgical checklist reduce the risk of wrong site surgery in
orthopaedics?--Can the checklist help? Supporting evidence from analysis of a national
patient incident reporting system. J Orthop Surg Res. 2011 Apr 18;6:18. PubMed PMID:
21501466; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3101645.
Parand A, Burnett S, Benn J, Iskander S, Pinto A, Vincent C. Medical engagement in
organisation-wide safety and quality-improvement programmes: experience in the UK
Safer Patients Initiative. Qual Saf Health Care. 2010 Oct;19(5):e44. PubMed PMID:
20538629.
Parmelli E, Flodgren G, Schaafsma ME, Baillie N, Beyer FR, Eccles MP. The effectiveness
of strategies to change organisational culture to improve healthcare performance.
Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2011 Jan 19;PubMed PMID: 21249706.
112

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Parmelli E, Flodgren G, Beyer F, Baillie N, Schaafsma ME, Eccles MP. The
effectiveness of strategies to change organisational culture to improve healthcare
performance: a systematic review. Implement Sci. 2011 Apr 3;6:33. PubMed PMID:
21457579; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3080823.
Parmelli E, Flodgren G, Fraser SG, Williams N, Rubin G, Eccles MP. Interventions to
increase clinical incident reporting in health care. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2012
Aug 15;8:CD005609. PubMed PMID: 22895951.
Pernar LI, Shaw TJ, Pozner CN, Vogelgesang KR, Lacroix SE, Gandhi TK, Peyre SE.
Using an Objective Structured Clinical Examination to test adherence to Joint
Commission National Patient Safety Goal--associated behaviors. Jt Comm J Qual
Patient Saf. 2012 Sep;38(9):414-8. PubMed PMID: 23002494.
Pinto A, Faiz O, Vincent C. Managing the after effects of serious patient safety
incidents in the NHS: an online survey study. BMJ Qual Saf. 2012 Dec;21(12):1001-8.
PubMed PMID: 23015097.
Poon SJ, Zuckerman SL, Mainthia R, Hagan SL, Lockney DT, Zotov A, Holt GE,
Bennett ML, Anders S, France DJ. Methodology and bias in assessing compliance with
a surgical safety checklist. Jt Comm J Qual Patient Saf. 2013 Feb;39(2):77-82.
PubMed PMID: 23427479.
Pysyk CL, Davies JM. Using the surgical safety checklist. Acta Anaesthesiol Scand.
2013 Feb;57(2):135-7. PubMed PMID: 23294053.
Regenbogen SE, Greenberg CC, Resch SC, Kollengode A, Cima RR, Zinner MJ,
Gawande AA. Prevention of retained surgical sponges: a decision-analytic model
predicting relative cost-effectiveness. Surgery. 2009 May;145(5):527-35. PubMed
PMID: 19375612; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC2725304.
Reid J, Clarke J. Progressing safer surgery. J Perioper Pract. 2009 Oct;19(10):336-41.
PubMed PMID: 19908672.
Reid JH. Surgical Never Events should never happen. J Perioper Pract. 2011
Nov;21(11):373-8. PubMed PMID: 22165490.
Ricci MA, Brumsted JR. Crew resource management: using aviation techniques to
improve operating room safety. Aviat Space Environ Med. 2012 Apr;83(4):441-4.
PubMed PMID: 22462374.
Robb WB, Falk GA, Larkin JO, Waldron R Jr, Waldron RP. A 10-step intraoperative
surgical checklist (ISC) for laparoscopic cholecystectomy-can it really reduce
conversion rates to open cholecystectomy?. J Gastrointest Surg. 2012 Jul;16(7):131823. PubMed PMID: 22528572.
Robbins J. Hospital checklists Transforming evidence-based care and patient safety
protocols into routine practice. Crit Care Nurs Q. 2011 Apr-Jun;34(2):142-9. PubMed
PMID: 21407009.
Rodrigo-Rincón MI, Tirapu-León B, Zabalza-López P, Martín-Vizcaino MP, de La
Fuente-Calixto A, Villalgordo-Ortín P, Domench-Mañero L, Gost-Garde J. [The
113

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

healthcare professional's perceptions on the implementation and usefulness of the
surgical safety checklist]. Rev Calid Asist. 2011 Nov-Dec;26(6):380-5. PubMed PMID:
21571565.
Romain B, Chemaly R, Meyer N, Brigand C, Steinmetz JP, Rohr S. Value of a
preoperative checklist for laparoscopic appendectomy and cholecystectomy. J Visc
Surg. 2012 Dec;149(6):408-11. PubMed PMID: 23164526.
Rosenberg NM, Urman RD, Gallagher S, Stenglein J, Liu X, Shapiro FE. Effect of an
office-based surgical safety system on patient outcomes. Eplasty. 2012;12:e59.
PubMed PMID: 23308306; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3536439.
Rupp CC, Kagarise MJ, Nelson SM, Deal AM, Phillips S, Chadwick J, Petty T, Meyer
AA, Kim HJ. Effectiveness of a radiofrequency detection system as an adjunct to
manual counting protocols for tracking surgical sponges: a prospective trial of 2,285
patients. J Am Coll Surg. 2012 Oct;215(4):524-33. PubMed PMID: 22770865.
Rydenfält C, Johansson G, Odenrick P, Åkerman K, Larsson PA. Compliance with the
WHO Surgical Safety Checklist: deviations and possible improvements. Int J Qual
Health Care. 2013 Apr;25(2):182-7. PubMed PMID: 23335056.
Schein OD, Banta JT, Chen TC, Pritzker S, Schachat AP. Lessons learned: wrong
intraocular lens. Ophthalmology. 2012 Oct;119(10):2059-64. PubMed PMID:
22704833.
Schwappach DL, Frank O, Davis RE. A vignette study to examine health care
professionals' attitudes towards patient involvement in error prevention. J Eval Clin
Pract. 2012 May 29;PubMed PMID: 22639922.
See LC, Chang YH, Chuang KL, Lai HR, Peng PI, Jean WC, Wang CH. Animation
program used to encourage patients or family members to take an active role for
eliminating wrong-site, wrong-person, wrong-procedure surgeries: preliminary
evaluation. Int J Surg. 2011;9(3):241-7. PubMed PMID: 21167326.
Seiden SC, Barach P. Wrong-side/wrong-site, wrong-procedure, and wrong-patient
adverse events: Are they preventable?. Arch Surg. 2006 Sep;141(9):931-9. PubMed
PMID: 16983037.
Sewell M, Adebibe M, Jayakumar P, Jowett C, Kong K, Vemulapalli K, Levack B. Use
of the WHO surgical safety checklist in trauma and orthopaedic patients. Int Orthop.
2011 Jun;35(6):897-901. PubMed PMID: 20730425; PubMed Central PMCID:
PMC3103968.
Shale, SJ. Moral Leadership in Medicine: Building Ethical Healthcare Organisations
2012 (Cambridge University Press)
Shaw B, Cheater F, Baker R, Gillies C, Hearnshaw H, Flottorp S, Robertson N.
Tailored interventions to overcome identified barriers to change: effects on professional
practice and health care outcomes. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2005 Jul
20;PubMed PMID: 16034980.
Shojania KG, Dixon-Woods M. 'Bad apples': time to redefine as a type of systems
114

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

problem?. BMJ Qual Saf. 2013 Jul;22(7):528-31. PubMed PMID: 23744535.
Shouhed D, Gewertz B, Wiegmann D, Catchpole K. Integrating human factors
research and surgery: a review. Arch Surg. 2012 Dec 1;147(12):1141-6. PubMed
PMID: 23248019
Simon JW. Preventing surgical confusions in ophthalmology (an American
Ophthalmological Society thesis). Trans Am Ophthalmol Soc. 2007;105:513-29.
PubMed PMID: 18427628; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC2258113.
Singh SS, Mehra N, Hopkins L. Surgical safety checklist in obstetrics and gynaecology.
J Obstet Gynaecol Can. 2013 Jan;35(1):82-3. PubMed PMID: 23343803.
Sivarajan G, Chang SS, Fergany A, Malkowicz SB, Steinberg GD, Lepor H. Lap pak for
abdominal retraction. Rev Urol. 2012;14(3-4):41-7. PubMed PMID: 23526186; PubMed
Central PMCID: PMC3602726.
Skevington SM, Langdon JE, Giddins G. 'Skating on thin ice?' Consultant surgeon's
contemporary experience of adverse surgical events. Psychol Health Med.
2012;17(1):1-16. PubMed PMID: 22191491.
Smith CD. The retained surgical specimen, an unappreciated retained foreign object. J
Laparoendosc Adv Surg Tech A. 2011 Oct;21(8):737-9. PubMed PMID: 21954842.
Solon JG, Egan C, McNamara DA. Safe surgery: how accurate are we at predicting
intra-operative blood loss?. J Eval Clin Pract. 2013 Feb;19(1):100-5. PubMed PMID:
22133448.
Song JB, Vemana G, Mobley JM, Bhayani SB. The second "time-out": a surgical safety
checklist for lengthy robotic surgeries. Patient Saf Surg. 2013 Jun 3;7(1):19. PubMed
PMID: 23731776; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3689613.
Spence J, Goodwin B, Enns C, Vecherya N, Dean H. Patient safety education: an
exploration of student-driven contextual learning. J Nurs Educ. 2012 Aug;51(8):466-70.
PubMed PMID: 22694669.
Stahel PF, Sabel AL, Victoroff MS, Varnell J, Lembitz A, Boyle DJ, Clarke TJ, Smith
WR, Mehler PS. Wrong-site and wrong-patient procedures in the universal protocol
era: analysis of a prospective database of physician self-reported occurrences. Arch
Surg. 2010 Oct;145(10):978-84. PubMed PMID: 20956767.
Statler JD, Miller DL, Dixon RG, Kuo MD, Cohen AM, Duncan JR, Gordon RL, Gross K,
Saad WE, Silberzweig JE, Stecker MS, Suri R, Thornton RH, Bartal G, Society of
Interventional Radiology Safety and Health Committee. Society of interventional
radiology position statement: prevention of unintentionally retained foreign bodies
during interventional radiology procedures. J Vasc Interv Radiol. 2011
Nov;22(11):1561-2. PubMed PMID: 21937240.
Stawicki SP, Moffatt-Bruce SD, Ahmed HM, Anderson HL 3rd, Balija TM, Bernescu I,
Chan L, Chowayou L, Cipolla J, Coyle SM, Gracias VH, Gunter OL, Marchigiani R,
Martin ND, Patel J, Seamon MJ, Vagedes E, Ellison EC, Steinberg SM, Cook CH.
Retained surgical items: a problem yet to be solved. J Am Coll Surg. 2013
115

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Jan;216(1):15-22. PubMed PMID: 23041050.
Steelman VM, Alasagheirin MH. Assessment of radiofrequency device sensitivity for
the detection of retained surgical sponges in patients with morbid obesity. Arch Surg.
2012 Oct;147(10):955-60. PubMed PMID: 23070411.
Takala RS, Pauniaho SL, Kotkansalo A, Helmiö P, Blomgren K, Helminen M, Kinnunen
M, Takala A, Aaltonen R, Katila AJ, Peltomaa K, Ikonen TS. A pilot study of the
implementation of WHO surgical checklist in Finland: improvements in activities and
communication. Acta Anaesthesiol Scand. 2011 Nov;55(10):1206-14. PubMed PMID:
22092125.
Tillman M, Wehbe-Janek H, Hodges B, Smythe WR, Papaconstantinou HT. Surgical
care improvement project and surgical site infections: can integration in the surgical
safety checklist improve quality performance and clinical outcomes?. J Surg Res. 2013
Apr 6;PubMed PMID: 23582762.
Toff NJ. Never events and the dangers of distraction. Anaesthesia. 2011 Jul;66(7):628.
PubMed PMID: 21682716.
Truran P, Critchley RJ, Gilliam A. Does using the WHO surgical checklist improve
compliance to venous thromboembolism prophylaxis guidelines?. Surgeon. 2011
Dec;9(6):309-11. PubMed PMID: 22041642.
Vachhani JA, Klopfenstein JD. Incidence of neurosurgical wrong-site surgery before
and after implementation of the universal protocol. Neurosurgery. 2013 Apr;72(4):5905; discussion 595. PubMed PMID: 23262565.
van Klei WA, Hoff RG, van Aarnhem EE, Simmermacher RK, Regli LP, Kappen TH,
van Wolfswinkel L, Kalkman CJ, Buhre WF, Peelen LM. Effects of the introduction of
the WHO "Surgical Safety Checklist" on in-hospital mortality: a cohort study. Ann Surg.
2012 Jan;255(1):44-9. PubMed PMID: 22123159.
Vogts N, Hannam JA, Merry AF, Mitchell SJ. Compliance and quality in administration
of a Surgical Safety Checklist in a tertiary New Zealand hospital. N Z Med J. 2011 Sep
9;124(1342):48-58. PubMed PMID: 21963925.
Wæhle HV, Haugen AS, Søfteland E, Hjälmhult E. Adjusting team involvement: a
grounded theory study of challenges in utilizing a surgical safety checklist as
experienced by nurses in the operating room. BMC Nurs. 2012 Sep 7;11:16. PubMed
PMID: 22958326; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3499446.
Walker IA, Reshamwalla S, Wilson IH. Surgical safety checklists: do they improve
outcomes?. Br J Anaesth. 2012 Jul;109(1):47-54. PubMed PMID: 22649183.
Wallace L. Feedback from reporting patient safety incidents--are NHS trusts learning
lessons?. J Health Serv Res Policy. 2010 Jan;15 Suppl 1:75-8. PubMed PMID:
20075136.
Weiser TG, Haynes AB, Dziekan G, Berry WR, Lipsitz SR, Gawande AA, Safe Surgery
Saves Lives Investigators and Study Group. Effect of a 19-item surgical safety
checklist during urgent operations in a global patient population. Ann Surg. 2010
116

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

May;251(5):976-80. PubMed PMID: 20395848.
Weiser TG, Haynes AB, Lashoher A, Dziekan G, Boorman DJ, Berry WR, Gawande
AA. Perspectives in quality: designing the WHO Surgical Safety Checklist. Int J Qual
Health Care. 2010 Oct;22(5):365-70. PubMed PMID: 20702569.
Wilson I, Walker I. The WHO Surgical Safety Checklist: the evidence. J Perioper Pract.
2009 Oct;19(10):362-4. PubMed PMID: 19908677.
Wong HW, Forrest D, Healey A, Shirafkan H, Hanna GB, Vincent CA, Sevdalis N.
Information needs in operating room teams: what is right, what is wrong, and what is
needed?. Surg Endosc. 2011 Jun;25(6):1913-20. PubMed PMID: 21136100.
Wong JM, Bader AM, Laws ER, Popp AJ, Gawande AA. Patterns in neurosurgical
adverse events and proposed strategies for reduction. Neurosurg Focus. 2012
Nov;33(5):E1. PubMed PMID: 23116089.
Young-Xu Y, Neily J, Mills PD, Carney BT, West P, Berger DH, Mazzia LM, Paull DE,
Bagian JP. Association between implementation of a medical team training program
and surgical morbidity. Arch Surg. 2011 Dec;146(12):1368-73. PubMed PMID:
22184295.
Zahiri HR, Stromberg J, Skupsky H, Knepp EK, Folstein M, Silverman R, Singh D.
Prevention of 3 "never events" in the operating room: fires, gossypiboma, and wrongsite surgery. Surg Innov. 2011 Mar;18(1):55-60. PubMed PMID: 21189266.
Zamir E, Beresova-Creese K, Miln L. Intraocular lens confusions: a preventable "never
event" - The Royal Victorian Eye and Ear Hospital protocol. Surv Ophthalmol. 2012
Sep;57(5):430-47. PubMed PMID: 22898650.
Zegers M, de Bruijne MC, de Keizer B, Merten H, Groenewegen PP, van der Wal G,
Wagner C. The incidence, root-causes, and outcomes of adverse events in surgical
units: implication for potential prevention strategies. Patient Saf Surg. 2011 May
20;5:13. PubMed PMID: 21599915; PubMed Central PMCID: PMC3127749.

117

NHS England Surgical Never Events Task Force Report

Appendix 3 Sample national standard and matching local standard

(A) National Standard for Prevention of Retained Material

1.1 A system shall be in place to ensure that all devices and materials used during surgical
or other invasive procedures are properly accounted for at the beginning; during; and at
the end of the intervention. The system shall ensure that no unintended material is
retained at the end of the procedure(s), either at the surgical site, in body cavities, on the
surface of the body, or in patient’s clothing or bedding.
1.2 Examples of such devices include but are not limited to; swabs; sponges; patties;
pledgets; blades; suture and hypodermic needles; clips; clamps; surgical instruments and;
medical devices not designed for implantation during the procedure.
1.3 The system should be designed to avoid the need to expose the patient to ionising
radiation without good cause, or to expose staff to biological material, or to subject the
patient to additional surgical intervention.
1.4 The system may include manual or automated reconciliation, electronic detection or
other techniques.
1.5 The system will specify the responsibilities of personnel, who is accountable for the
final reconciliation, and what records will be kept.
1.6 The system will specify the process to be followed in the event that an item is
unaccounted for during or at the end of the procedure.
1.7 The system shall be designed to be applied consistently across all locations in the
provider organisation where invasive procedures are carried out. Any exceptions should
be explicitly noted.
1.8 If variations or modifications are necessary for identified sites or procedures, these
should be detailed.
2.0 Reference documents: [e.g. AfPP & WHO best practice protocols]
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(B) Local standard for Prevention of Retained Materials
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