
We asked the Patient Safety Group (PSG) of The Royal College of Surgeons of Edinburgh 
(RCSEd) to draw up their top 10 priorities for patient safety in surgery. This resource is for 
surgeons, anaesthetists and other healthcare professionals who work in surgery and contains 
links to useful tools and further reading. 

• Top 10 tips for surgical safety: ‘Think Safety, think SEIPS’

• Top 10 patient safety tips for surgical trainees

1. Foster a culture of safety through design

• Establish a psychologically safe environment, through design, where staff feel 
empowered to speak up without fear of blame.

• Promote a Just Culture, balancing personal accountability with systems-based 
learning from adverse events and near misses.

• Actively encourage multidisciplinary teamwork and peer support, with support from 
senior leadership, to enhance safety and well-being.

Other useful RCSEd resources: 

• Anti bullying and undermining campaign

• Sexual misconduct in surgery - Lets remove it campaign

• Addressing conflict in surgical teams workshop

2. Implement team-based quality and safety reviews

• Use team-based quality reviews (TBQRs) and structured case analysis to learn from 
everyday work, incidents and near misses.

• Translate findings into sustainable improvement initiatives that enhance both patient 
outcomes and staff experience.

• Foster a culture of collective learning, ensuring safety insights lead to actionable change.

Other useful RCSEd resources: 

• Making sense of mistakes workshop

https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/high-risk-areas/surgery/top-10-tips-for-surgical-safety-%E2%80%98think-safety-think-seips%E2%80%99-royal-college-of-surgeons-of-edinburgh-r13000/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/high-risk-areas/surgery/top-10-patient-safety-tips-for-surgical-trainees-royal-college-of-surgeons-of-edinburgh-r12999/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/culture/staff-safety/top-picks-for-staff-psychological-safety-r12600/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/culture/safety-culture-programmes/speak-up-for-safety-a-new-workshop-for-healthcare-staff-about-the-importance-of-just-culture-r12091/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/policy-guidelines/lets-remove-it/anti-bullying-and-undermining-campaign/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/policy-guidelines/lets-remove-it/sexual-misconduct-in-surgery-lets-remove-it/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/events-courses/addressing-conflict-in-surgical-teams-act-for-consultants-sas-grades
https://services.rcsed.ac.uk/events-courses/teams-based-quality-review-for-surgical-practice-tbqr#:~:text=Team%20Based%20Quality%20Reviews%20or%20TBQR%20is%20a,routinely%20across%20all%20surgical%20specialities%20and%20healthcare%20sectors.
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/high-risk-areas/surgery/action-cards-incorrect-swab-instrument-and-suture-counts-r11481/
https://services.rcsed.ac.uk/events-courses/true-cut-making-sense-of-mistakes


3. Apply Human Factors principles and systems thinking principles in surgical and clinical 
practice

• Design resilient systems that mitigate work and cognitive overload and enhance performance 
reliability. Use TBQR principles to support this.

• Standardise workflows, optimise usability of IT systems and medical devices, and integrate 
cognitive aids (e.g. WHO Safe Surgery Checklists, prompts).

• Ensure governance processes support safe, efficient and user-friendly surgical environments.

Other useful RCSEd resources: 

• Systems safety on surgical ward rounds

• Improving the working environment for safe surgical care

• Improving safety out of hours

4. Enhance communication & handover processes

• Implement structured communication tools such as SBAR (Situation, Background, 
Assessment, Recommendation) to improve clarity and effective decision-making.

• Optimise handover processes with digital tools, checklists and standardised documentation.

• Reinforce closed-loop communication, ensuring critical information is confirmed and acted 
upon.

Other useful RCSEd resources: 

• Consultation Skills that matter for Surgeon (COSMOS)

5. Strengthen leadership & accountability in patient safety

• Senior leaders must visibly support safety initiatives and proactively engage frontline staff in 
decision-making.

• Embed structured mechanisms for raising concerns, including TBQR, safety huddles and 
escalation pathways.

• Ensure staff have access to training, resources and protected time for safety and quality 
improvement work.

https://www.pslhub.org/learn/organisations-linked-to-patient-safety-uk-and-beyond/international-patient-safety/who/who-surgical-safety-checklist-1st-edition-2009-r64/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/career-hub/learning-resources/shine-surgical-ward-round-toolkit/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/news-public-affairs/reports-and-campaigns/improving-the-working-environment-for-safe-surgical-care
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/media/682263/out-of-hours-doc.pdf
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/improving-patient-safety/human-factors-improving-human-performance-in-care-delivery/techniques/sbar-tool-situation-background-assessment-recommendation-implementation-and-training-guide-r15/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/cosmos
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/professional-support-development-resources/career-support/raising-concerns-and-whistle-blowing)
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/culture/bullying-and-fear/how-to-be-assertive-without-being-a-bully-a-guide-for-surgical-trainers-r4619/


6. Minimise medication errors in surgery

• Implement electronic prescribing and technology assisted medication administration to 
mitigate errors.

• Enforce double-check procedures for high-risk medications and standardised drug labelling.

• Improve intra and peri-operative medication safety with clear labelling, colour-coded syringes 
and real-time verification.

7. Improve early recognition & response to deterioration

• Appropriate regular training of teams on processes and pathways supported by good design 
of staff rota ensuring adequate staffing levels.

• Implement early warning scores and establish rapid response pathways for deteriorating 
patients.

• Standardise post-operative surveillance strategies, ensuring timely escalation and intervention.

Other useful RCSEd resources: 

• Recognition and prevention of deterioration and injury (RAPID) course for training in 
recognising critically ill patients

8. Engage patients & families as safety partners

• Encourage shared decision-making to align treatment plans with patient expectations and 
values.

• Provide clear communication on risks, benefits and post-operative care, using tools like patient 
safety checklists and focus on informed consent processes.

• Actively involve patients and families in safety and quality initiatives and hospital discharge 
planning. 

Other useful RCSEd resources: 

• Patient/carer/families resources and information

• Informed consent courses (ICoNS)

https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/high-risk-areas/surgery/standardised-colour-coded-compartmentalised-syringe-trays-improve-anaesthetic-medication-visual-search-and-mitigate-cognitive-load-10-january-2023-r8598/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/high-risk-areas/surgery/standardised-colour-coded-compartmentalised-syringe-trays-improve-anaesthetic-medication-visual-search-and-mitigate-cognitive-load-10-january-2023-r8598/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/professionalising-patient-safety/training/specialist-patient-safety/in-surgery/non-technical-skills-for-surgeons-notss-r4671/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/patient-management/deterioration-and-sepsis/nhs-england-national-early-warning-score-news-r10704/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/patient-management/deterioration-and-sepsis/understanding-the-enablers-and-barriers-to-implementing-a-patient-led-escalation-system-a-qualitative-study-20-june-2024-r11790/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/patient-management/deterioration-and-sepsis/understanding-the-enablers-and-barriers-to-implementing-a-patient-led-escalation-system-a-qualitative-study-20-june-2024-r11790/
https://services.rcsed.ac.uk/events-courses/recognition-and-prevention-of-injury-and-deterioration-rapid#:~:text=RCSEd%27s%20newly%20launched%20RAPID%20course%20and%20methodology%20aims,through%20the%20simulation%20of%20a%20multi-disciplinary%20ward%20round
https://services.rcsed.ac.uk/events-courses/recognition-and-prevention-of-injury-and-deterioration-rapid#:~:text=RCSEd%27s%20newly%20launched%20RAPID%20course%20and%20methodology%20aims,through%20the%20simulation%20of%20a%20multi-disciplinary%20ward%20round
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/high-risk-areas/surgery/patients-association-webinar-spotlight-on-patient-partnership-in-elective-surgery-r10272/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/high-risk-areas/surgery/using-digital-pre-op-information-to-support-informed-consent-by-julie-smith-r9541/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/patient-safety-in-health-and-care/high-risk-areas/surgery/surgery-the-crucial-role-of-patient-partnerships-15-january-2024-r10944/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/policy-guidelines/patient-safety-group/resources-and-information-for-patients-families-and-carers
https://services.rcsed.ac.uk/events-courses/informed-consent-sharing-the-decision-icons


9. Standardise, simplify & optimise surgical processes

• Reduce unnecessary complexity in clinical workflows, making processes intuitive, 
efficient and reliable.

• Co-design standard operating procedures, policies and pathways with frontline 
teams to minimise variation.

• Implement automation and digital solutions where feasible to streamline repetitive 
tasks.

Other useful RCSEd resources: 

• NOTSS (Non Operative Technical Skills for Surgery) courses for 
surgeons

• DenTS courses for dentists

10. Promote continuous learning & simulation-based training

• Conduct regular simulation training for critical scenarios (e.g. sepsis, airway 
emergencies, human factors).

• Use insights from TBQR and incident reviews to target training needs and refine 
clinical practice.

• Ensure ongoing professional development by providing staff with time, resources, 
incentives and institutional support for learning.

Other useful RCSEd resources: 

• Education pages

• Edinburgh Surgery OnLine MSc in Patient Safety and Clinical Human 
Factors

Learn more at www.RCSEd.ac.uk /PSG 

https://www.pslhub.org/learn/professionalising-patient-safety/patient-safety-standards/implementing-national-safety-standards-for-invasive-procedures-natssips-2-at-a-national-level-in-conversation-with-annie-hunningher-and-claire-morgan-r11289/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/career-hub/learning-resources/non-technical-skills-for-surgeons
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/news-resources/rcsed-blog/2024/june/dental-non-technical-skills-dents-insights-from-a-course-participant/
https://www.pslhub.org/learn/professionalising-patient-safety/training/the-role-of-simulation-based-education-co-design-and-co-delivery-in-improving-patient-safety-r12817/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/education-exams
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/education-exams/
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/professional-support-development-resources/learning-resources/edinburgh-surgery-online/msc-in-patient-safety-and-clinical-human-factors
https://www.rcsed.ac.uk/policy-guidelines/patient-safety-group

