
Real-life Pennsylvania Case The following is a case of two wrong-site procedures done on one patient because the patient was placed in the wrong 

position. 

The patient consented to having his RIGHT Achilles tendon repaired along with a joint on his 

LEFT hand. The patient was identified, the time out was done, and the surgical sites were marked 

correctly with the patient lying on his back. The patient was turned to lie on his stomach, which hid the 

markings from the surgeon’s sight. The procedure was then performed in reverse with the repairs done 

to the LEFT Achilles tendon and a joint in the RIGHT hand. 

What You Can Do to Prevent Wrong-Site Surgery and Prepare for Surgery: 

(Additional Source: Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality) 

Don’t be upset if each doctor or nurse asks the same questions about your identity, procedure, and the side or site 

of the operation. They are supposed to individually check with the patient rather than accept what someone else 

has written or said. Make sure that you know which physician is in charge of your care. 

In addition to your name, give healthcare professionals another identifier, such as your birth date, to confirm who 

If you are having surgery, make sure that you, your doctor, and your surgeon all agree and are clear on exactly 

what will be done. Speak up if you have questions or concerns. 

If something does not seem right or if you do not understand something, say so. Ask for an explanation. 

Ask the doctor or nurse to mark the place that is to be operated upon. 

Make sure you have someone with you that you trust to be your advocate. This person can ask questions you may 

not think of and remember important information you may forget. 

Make sure all health professionals involved in your care know your medical history. 

Educate yourself about your procedure and don't be afraid to get a second opinion. 

For copies of these and more healthcare safety tips click on “News and Information” at 

www.patientsafetyauthority.org. For more information on this article, click on the 2007 June Patient Safety 

article “Doing the ‘Right’ Things to Correct Wrong-Site Surgery.”
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Patients can take a more active role in their healthcare to prevent medical errors—in 

particular, errors that may occur during surgery, such as a wrong-site surgery. Data 

received by the Pennsylvania Patient Safety Authority shows that a near miss or 

actual wrong-site surgery occurs every other day in Pennsylvania. However, wrong-

site surgeries are 100 percent preventable. In many cases, patients or their family 

members prevented the error by speaking up. Know what steps you can take to  

prevent a wrong-site surgery from happening to you or a loved one. 

What You Can Do to Prevent Wrong-Site Surgery

Three Real-Life Pennsylvania Cases within Two Weeks 

The Pennsylvania Patient Safety Authority received three reports of attempted gall bladder removal in patients who had 

previously had their gallbladders removed within a two-week period. In each case, the patient was misdiagnosed with having  

gallstones after showing symptoms of the disease and testing positive after having an ultrasound. All three patients received the 

gallbladder surgery only for surgeons to discover there was no longer a gallbladder in each of the patients. 

These cases share several characteristics that suggest potential risk factors for this type of problem: 

• All three patients were of advanced age, with the youngest being over age 80. 

• All three patients were poor historians and could not inform their doctors definitively that they had previously had 

their gallbladder removed. In one report, the patient suffered from Alzheimers-related dementia, and the other two 

reports indicate that family members were involved in providing the patient history. 

• In each case, either the patient or a family member expressed uncertainty about a prior gallbladder surgery. 

• All three reports cite an ultrasonogram that read positive for gallstones. 

• In one case, the patient had a history of unrelated prior abdominal surgery that could have explained a visible  

       surgical scar without necessarily alerting the surgeon to a likely prior gallbladder surgery. 

The Authority received two additional reports of patients with prior gall bladder removal whose ultrasounds were read positive for 

gallstones. But these patients helped prevent the unnecessary surgery by speaking up and correcting the misdiagnosis. The patients 

in these cases were much younger than those in the cases described above and were not poor historians. These reports are accompa-

nied by many others that show medical errors could have been prevented if the patient or family member were able to give a  

complete medical history. 

What You Can Do: 

• Know your medical history and ensure family members know your complete medical history. 

• Write your medical history down, if necessary, and let family members know where to find the information. 

Patient Safety Tips 
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Patients who do not know their full medical history are at greater risk to receive unneces-

sary surgery or medical care. Reports submitted to the Pennsylvania Patient Safety  

Authority show that most at risk are patients who are elderly and may suffer from some 

form of dementia. In some cases, the patient’s loved one was responsible for knowing 

their medical history and was unable to provide the necessary information. 

Knowing Your Medical History Can Prevent Unnecessary 

Surgery

For copies of these and more healthcare safety tips click on “News and Information” at www.patientsafetyauthority.org. 

For more information on this article, click on the December 2004 Advisory article.
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Pennsylvania Patient Safety Authority data shows that 
patients who are more involved in their healthcare 

help prevent medical errors.
We have consumer tip information generated from actual events happening in Pennsylvania healthcare 
facilities that can help keep you informed and involved.  

Consumer tips include information on: medication errors, c. diff infections, pneumonia vaccine, flu 
vaccine, living wills, wrong-site surgery, falls, discharge information, sleep apnea, pre-surgery tips, the 
importance of your medical history, MRI scans, color-coded wristbands and more.  

Consumer brochures are also available on how you can obtain your medical records, why you should 
Speak Up™ while receiving medical care, wrong-site surgery and more.

Go to www.patientsafetyauthority.org and click on “Patient and Consumer Tips” for more information.
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Don’t be upset if each doctor or nurse asks the same questions about your identity, procedure, and the side or site 

of the operation. They are supposed to individually check with the patient rather than accept what someone else 

has written or said. Make sure that you know which physician is in charge of your care. 
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what will be done. Speak up if you have questions or concerns. 

If something does not seem right or if you do not understand something, say so. Ask for an explanation. 

Ask the doctor or nurse to mark the place that is to be operated upon. 

Make sure you have someone with you that you trust to be your advocate. This person can ask questions you may 

not think of and remember important information you may forget. 
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While You Are in the Hospital:  

• Always keep an up-to-date drug list. This list should include any drugs including over-the-counter medi-
cines, vitamins, nutritional supplements and herbal products. The list should also include any medicines 
that you are allergic to and describe what happens to you when you take that medicine.  

• Do not let anyone give you medicines with out checking your patient identification or barcode bracelet 
first.  

• If a medication doesn’t look like what you usually take, ask why before you take it.  
• Make sure you know the name of any new medicine that is ordered for you and what it’s being used for.  
• When a new medicine is ordered for you, remind your doctor and nurse if you have any allergies to drugs.  
• Make sure that when you are ready to leave the hospital that a doctor, pharmacist or nurse goes over each 

medication with you and/or a family member. When you get home remember to update and make any 
changes in your medication list.  

While You Are at the Doctor’s Office:  

• If you have any allergies, remind your doctor about them before taking samples. Ask him/her to check the 
sample medicine against your medicines to make sure there are no bad interactions with that medicine.  

• Ask the doctor to explain how to take new medicine, including mixing instructions, what side effects to 
look for, anything special to look for, and the reason for the medication  

• Doctors can help you learn about your medicines by offering you education tools to provide information 
like the name of the drug, why it’s prescribed and the most common side effects you might experience.  
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Medication errors are one of the most common types of medical  
mistakes. Fortunately, in most cases , no patient are harmed by  
medication errors. In a recent Penn State survey, one-third of  
Pennsylvanians said they or a family member were personally  
involved in a situation where a preventable medication error  
occurred. However there are steps you can take to protect yourself 
from a medication error. The following tips are recommended by 
the Institute of Safety Medication Practices (ISMP), a partner with 
the Patient Safety Authority.  

How You Can Help Prevent Medication Errors  
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