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Debate with Jeff Smith:

Pro – Surgical Safety Checklists

Philip F. Stahel, MD, FACS
Department of Orthopaedics

Denver Health Medical Center

Would anyone question the value 
of safety checklists in aviation? 

So why the surgeons’ reluctance 
and opposition to checklists?!?
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Haynes AB et al., N. Engl. J. Med. 2009, 360:491-9.

Haynes AB et al., N. Engl. J. Med. 2009, 360:491-9.

• Oct 2007 – Sept 2008

• 8 hospitals in 8 countries
• WHO “Safe surgery saves lives“ program
• Mortality decreased: 1.5% > 0.8%
• Complications decreased: 11% > 7%
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n=7                        n=7                       n=5

Leape LL, N. Engl. J. Med. 2014, 370:1063-4.

“The checklist is merely a tool for ensuring 
that team communication happens!”

Leape LL, N. Engl. J. Med. 2014, 370:1063-4.

“It is not the act of ticking off a checklist that 
reduces complications, but performance of 

the action it calls for!”
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Have you heard of Van Halen’s

“M&M checklist”

???

“When I would walk backstage, 
if I saw a brown M&M in that bowl, 

we‘d line-check the entire production... 
Guaranteed we‘d find a technical error! 
Guaranteed we‘d run into a problem!“

David Lee Roth

A fool with 
a tool is still 
a fool!

Checklists as the exclusive 
patient safety tool?
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