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Guidelines in Practice: Prevention of
Unintentionally Retained Surgical Items
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Karen Cochran, PhD, RN, CNOR

ABSTRACT

Retained surgical items (RSIs) are adverse events that can affect patients, surgeons, and nurses. Interdisciplinary
teams should work to standardize surgical item accounting processes and help all perioperative team members pre-
vent RSIs. AORN recently revised the “Guideline for prevention of unintentionally retained surgical items,” which
provides background information on RSls and ways to prevent them. The revised guideline describes the role of
team communication coupled with specific nursing actions aimed at preventing RSIs. This article reviews key con-
cepts from the guideline and discusses new or changed recommendations regarding a consistent interdisciplinary
approach and standard counting procedure; accounting for soft goods, sharps and miscellaneous items, instruments,
device fragments and explants, and foam pieces; reconciling count discrepancies; adjunct technology; and education.
The article also provides a scenario related to implementing adjunct technology to prevent RSIs. Perioperative lead-
ers and nurses should review the guideline in its entirety and apply the recommendations to prevent RSls.

Key words: unintentionally retained surgical items (RSIs), surgical count, soft goods, count discrepancies, adjunct
technology.

Immediately notify team id
discrepancy, including typer
and number of items missing.

Recelve verbal
acknowledgment from Surgeon

All team members remain in OR

Take immediate action:

RN circulator: call for assistance, search room, recount
Scrub person: organize and search sterile field, recount

Surgeon and Surgical first assistant: suspend wound
closure, perform methodical wound exploration.
participate in attaining intracperative imaging

Anesthesia professional: plan anesthetic milestone
actions so they do not pressure team to perform
insufficient count reconcifiation practices
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« Discuss alternative imaging
options with Radiologist
(CT.MRI)

« Discusswith patientor
patient’s representative
risks and benefits of
potentially leaving missing
iteminwould and develop
planfor follow-up care
Resume wound closure
Document reconciliation
measure taken, patient
notification and
consultation, description
and location of item (if
known), and plan for
follow-up

« Document count as.
INCORRECT

* Recount item type

* Resume wound closure
* Document count as CORRECT

 Obtain intraoperative imaging in collaboration with
Radiologist

« Surgeon:confirm entire surgical site is captured onimages

« Radiologist and Surgeon: simultaneously review image
while interpreting

Surgeon: Do benefits of retrieving item outweigh harms?
* Retrieve item
 Recountitem type

* Resume wound closure

» Document reconciliation measures taken
« Document count as CORRECT
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