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The importance of operating room nurses' competence to ensure efficiency
and surgical safety

Surgery plays a critical role in healthcare, with over 300 million procedures performed globally each
year, as reported by the WHO (https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/patient-safety). Un-
fortunately, in high-income countries, one in ten surgical patients experience adverse events (AEs) dur-
ing hospitalization, leading to increased morbidity, mortality and healthcare costs.

Due to the complexity and constant activity in the operating room, significant adverse events are more
likely to arise from human failures rather than technical issues. The competence of operating room
nurses (OR) is central to safeguarding patient safety and preventing adverse events. Their extensive
knowledge, training and skills enable them to navigate the complex operating room environment with
precision and confidence. To maintain important expert competence and promote continuous profes-
sional development, OR nurses will be pivotal in safeguarding the quality, safety, and efficiency of surgi-
cal procedures. However, the potential impact on quality, efficiency, and safety remains unknown when
employing healthcare candidates with lower qualifications.

Task shifting, a well-established practice, has long been integral to the functioning of surgical units. This
practice, carefully evaluated by OR nurses over time, involves delegating tasks to various personnel, op-
timizing workflow efficiency and resource utilization. Over time, OR nurses have carefully reviewed tasks
suitable for delegation to different personnel, including individuals with basic educational backgrounds,
such as cleaners and healthcare workers who have completed training at the sixth form college or high
school level.

Nordic Operating Room Nurses Association (NORNA) recognizes the widespread acceptance of task
shifting in the surgical community. Nevertheless, we advocate for a concerted effort among stakehold-
ers to prioritize competence when assigning new roles and responsibilities. Our goal is to ensure that
individuals undergoing surgery receive care from skilled professionals. This necessitates a comprehen-
sive understanding among professional, political, and collaborative stakeholders that modern surgical
care demands a high level of competence across the entire team.

Patient Safety and Competence

Ensuring patient safety is top priority in OR nursing. Advancements in surgical interventions pose ongo-
ing challenges. New methods require continual pursuit of knowledge and competence. Demographic
shifts demand tailored interventions and independent decision-making. Surgery's complexity and spe-
cialization increase inherent risks, necessitating heightened expertise and independent adaptability. In-
troducing healthcare personnel with lower education may impact safety and efficiency.

Patient care extends beyond mere task completion; it encompasses a broader responsibility that trans-
cends individual actions. This includes clinical analysis and the ability to independently conduct struc-
tured observations, assessments, and adaptations to changing patient needs. This specialized expertise
cannot be substituted hastily.
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Addressing Staffing Challenges

Importing OR nurses from countries with incompatible education standards and limited access to OR
nursing curriculum is ethical irresponsible, and not a viable solution to cover our staffing needs. Further-
more, language barriers pose significant challenges. Instead, our focus should be on recruiting and re-
taining qualified personnel in operating departments. Previous attempts to delegate advanced tasks to
less qualified staff led to prolonged training periods and reduced flexibility.

Conclusion

Every surgical procedure carries inherent risks, demanding a keen situational understanding and swift
decision-making. Quantifying this risk remains challenging due to a lack of consensus on what should be
classified as post-surgery complications. OR nurses have a high level of competence, performing tasks
demanding advanced skills in situational awareness and decision-making, enabling them to adapt and
respond effectively to acute incidents, ensuring patient safety and optimal outcomes.

We expect all stakeholders to prioritize ensuring that those undertaking new roles and responsibilities
possess the necessary competence to perform their tasks safely and autonomously.
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