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Radio tags can expose surgical mistakes 

A u t o m a t ~ c  detect ion cou ld  reveal equipment left in t h e  body. 

Poarson 

Medics are turning to technology tu ensurc that surgical equipnient isn't acclderitally left 
belilnd in the bod~es of patients. Tlic latest ~dea: tagging gauze pads so that a detector 
wand waved over ti le patient Lrlrjgers an alarm if they haven't all been rcmoved. 

I t  rriay sound absurd, but even wltll Lhe most stringent efforts to collrlt up items ot 
medical Fquipment before, durir~g and after surgery, medics acc~dentally lcave 
aorrlething behind in about 1 in 15.000 procedures - mostly the flat, white gauze 
sponges used t o  mop up blood. Some are not detected until many years later. Many 
cause dangerous ~nfections, require operations and prompt pricey lawsuits. 
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tecliniqile to preverit errors. Thls is particularly truc ~n rushed emergency operations, or 
Ltluse involving a sudden change of procedure. 
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I t  is dlfflcult to reduce the degree Of human error below d certain level, agrees Atul uono., wc seem ro 11" ms551ng 
Gawande of Brlgham alnd Women's Hospital In Boston, Massachusetts. Gawande studies sP"crdl sponge* ... 
surgery and pllhllc health, and has calcl~lated that around 3,000 errors involving M P I I I I L I I S ~ O C ~  
left-behlnd objects occllr each year in the United States. "If we want to reduce the 
errors we havc lo think of technolog~cal solutions," he says. 

Radio trackers 

Ill the latest techrilque, 10-cm-wide medlcal sponges were tagged with col i l~s~zed radiofrequency ~dentitication tags, of 
the ryoe increasingly used in security and gootls tracking. A radiowave-emitting wand can trlgger and detect a radio 
signal froln these tags, each of which carries a unlaue ID. 

The sysleiri is being developed for use in surgery by ClearCourrt Medical Solutions, a corripany based in Pittslx~rgh, 
Pennsylvania. Working wlth Clearcount. Macario and his colleagues tested some tagged Sponges in a small, simple trlal 
'iiivolvirig eight patients. One surgeon secrctlv placed none, one or several tagged sponges in an open incision. A second 
sul-geon ttler~ waved a 25 cm2 detector uver the patient. 

Milcario was concerned that the body might block the radio signal, or that other electrical equipment in tl ic operating 
room would interfere wltll it. But the rags worked fine, tne researchers report In Archives of surgeryi. They detected all 
the sponges every time. 
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a doorway detector, mlyl l l  prove better, he says 

Check o u t  

A different ~dea, being tested by Gawande, is to label sponges with barcodes and swll>e each sponge iri and out, like 
Supermarket goods. Another is to use small metal bullets that can be found usillg a magnetic detector. At Stanford, 
patients are also X-rayed afler particularly lengthy or difficult operations to check for overlooked efluiprnent. 

Slich Lechnologies could be cost-effedlve, Gawandc says. He has estimated that US hospitals spend aroilnd $300 mllllon 
each year settling lawsu~ls from lost sponges or other items; so money spent lnvcstillg in technology could be saved in 
legal costs. 

Macar~u drld Gawandc say the radlofrequerlcy tags need rriore testlng and reflnlny. The company will havc to show that 
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the wand can tit easily mlu operatlng-room prucsdures, Gawarlde says: ~t will havc to be reliable even when used by 
untrained personnel, for example. And the chips thcmselves will have to not Fall. 

Visit our to read and post comments about this story. 
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