
As a result — somewhat remarkably given
that we’re several decades into a worldwide
epidemic of a deadly bloodborne virus — too
many surgeons still consider a suture injury
during an operation business as usual in 2010.

“There is a mentality that exists that sur-
geons feel it is just part of the job,” Makary
says “People are not always concerned about
the risks as they should since there is a macho
mentality that sometimes permeates the field.”

In a recently published study, Makary and
colleagues surveyed surgery residents at 17
medical centers. Of 699 respondents, 415
(59%) said they had sustained a needlestick
injury as a medical student.4 Many said they
were stuck more than once; the median num-
ber of injuries per injured respondent was two. 

“The operating room is just a very high-risk
environment,” he says. “There are a lot of nee-
dles being based back and forth. There is a lot
of stitching involved — a typical operation could
involve hundreds of stitches. There are often
people in the room who are not accustomed to
working together as a team.”

Of 89 residents who sustained their most
recent needlestick injury during medical school,
42 (47%) did not report their injury to an
employee health office — thereby avoiding an
evaluation as to whether they needed treatment
to prevent HIV or hepatitis C virus, the study
found. The survey did find, however, that medical
students were very likely (92%) to report the
needlestick if they perceived that the patient was
at high risk for having a virus such as HIV or
hepatitis, compared with 47% of injuries involv-
ing “low-risk” patients. The most commonly
given reason in the study for why the medical
students didn’t report needle injuries was the
amount of time involved in making a report. 

Most of the needlesticks among medical stu-
dents were self-inflicted and occurred in the
operating room when the student felt “rushed,”
Makary says. Respondents who sustained a
needlestick injury in medical school were more
likely to sustain a needlestick injury during res-
idency. The researchers concluded that needle-
stick injuries and underreporting of the injuries
are common among medical students and place
them at risk for HCV and HIV. Strategies aimed
at improving reporting systems and creating a
culture of reporting should be implemented by
medical centers, they recommended. 

“Medical schools are not doing enough to
protect their students and hospitals are not
doing enough to make medical school safe,”
Makary says. “We, as a medical community,
are putting our least skilled people on the front
lines in the most high-risk situations. Most
trainees are still forced to learn to sew and
stitch on patients, which puts both providers
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Safety checklist 
for the OR

The International Healthcare Worker
Safety Center at the University of Virginia
in Charlottesville reminds infection preven-
tionists to consider the following checklist
to injuries and disease transmission in the
operating suite.

■■ Are blunt suture needles, stapling
devices, adhesive strips or tissue adhesives
used whenever clinically feasible in order to
reduce the use of sharp suture needles?

■■  Are scalpel blades with safety features
used, such as round-tipped scalpel blades
and retracting-blade and shielded-blade
scalpels?

■■  Are alternative cutting methods used
when appropriate, such as blunt electro-
cautery devices and laser devices?

■■  Is manual tissue retraction avoided by
using mechanical retraction devices?

■■ Has all equipment that is unnecessarily
sharp been eliminated? (Example, towel
clips have been identified as a cause of
injury in the operating room, yet blunt
towel clips are available that do not cause
injury and are adequate for securing surgi-
cal towels and drapes. Other examples of
devices that do not always need to have
sharp points include surgical scissors, sur-
gical wire, and pickups.)

■■ Is double-gloving employed in the sur-
gical setting?

■■ Do circulating nurses, as well as per-
sonnel close to the surgical site, wear eye
protection such as goggles or faceshields
that have a seal above the eyes to prevent
fluid from running down into the eyes?

For more information, go to www.health
system.virginia.edu/Internet/epinet/. ■
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