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The Concurrent Surgery Debate Continues 

 

 

The Boston Globe’s Spotlight Team, which thrust double-booked or concurrent/ 

overlapping surgery into the headlines back in 2015 (see our November 10, 2015 Patient 

Safety Tip of the Week “Weighing in on Double-Booked Surgery”), has again focused 

attention on this practice. In the new investigation, the Spotlight Team (Saltzman 2017) 

noted that a urologist routinely performed overlapping surgery in up to 70% of his cases. 

The Spotlight investigation notes that state regulatory agencies and the ACGME 

(Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education) are reviewing this as well. 

 

The Globe report, of course, again raises the issue of informed consent and whether 

patients understand that their surgeon may not be physically present for portions of their 

surgery. A recent survey (Kent 2017) looked at knowledge of overlapping surgery, 

expectations on disclosure during the informed consent process, and their willingness to 

participate in such a procedure. That survey found that only 3.9% of respondents had any 

knowledge of the practice of overlapping surgery. Interestingly, though the majority of 

respondents were not supportive of the practice, 31% supported or strongly supported this 

practice. But 94.7% believed that the attending surgeon should inform them in advance of 

overlapping surgery and 95.6% would want definition of the critical components of the 

operation. And 91.5% felt that the surgeon should document what portion of the 

operation he or she was present for. 

 

We’ve previously noted the paucity of evidence in the literature for or against the practice 

of double-booked surgery. In our December 13, 2016 Patient Safety Tip of the Week 

“More on Double-Booked Surgery” we alluded to an unpublished Canadian study that 

showed increased frequency of complications with overlapping surgery. That study has 

now been presented in abstract form (Ravi 2017). The researchers defined concurrent hip 

fracture cases as those that overlapped in time with any other orthopedic case performed 

by the same attending surgeon. These were matched to hip fractures that were managed 

non-concurrently on the age and sex of the patient, the type of procedure, the primary 

surgeon and the hospital. Comparing almost 1000 patients each in concurrent vs. non-

concurrent surgery, they found that concurrent patients were at increased risk for surgical 

complications at 90 days (7% vs. 4.7%) and at one year (8.6% vs. 6%) and that increasing 

duration of overlap was associated with an increased risk for complication (adjusted OR 

1.08 per 10 minutes of overlap). 

 

http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/November_10_2015_Weighing_in_on_Double_Booked_Surgery.htm
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2017/03/12/star-surgeon-scrutinized-concurrent-procedures/YgyMjLLbxHjIZIbWCNtOMO/story.html
http://www.journalacs.org/article/S1072-7515(17)30163-1/fulltext
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/December_13_2016_More_on_Double_Booked_Surgery.htm
http://submissions.mirasmart.com/Verify/AAOS2017/submission/temp/radFBEA3.pdf


This contrasts with three previous reviews that concluded there was no increase in 

complications with overlapping surgery. In our November 10, 2015 Patient Safety Tip of 

the Week “Weighing in on Double-Booked Surgery” we noted Massachusetts General 

Hospital’s review of its own cases. And in our November 29, 2016 Patient Safety Tip of 

the Week “Doubling Down on Double-Booked Surgery” we highlighted the study done 

by Zhang and colleagues at UCSF comparing overlapping cases with non-overlapping 

cases for a variety of orthopedic surgical procedures performed in an academic 

ambulatory surgery setting (Zhang 2016). The latter found no difference in patient 

operating room time, procedure time, and 30-day complication rates between overlapping 

and non-overlapping surgery. And our December 13, 2016 Patient Safety Tip of the 

Week “More on Double-Booked Surgery” noted the retrospective review comparing 

overlapping surgery with non-overlapping surgery at the Mayo Clinic (Hyder 2016). 

Over 10,000 cases of overlapping surgery were matched to a similar number of non-

overlapping surgeries. Adjusted odds ratio for inpatient mortality was greater for non-

overlapping procedures (adjusted odds ratio, OR = 2.14 vs overlapping procedures) and 

length of stay and morbidity were no different. 

 

Also, a just released abstract presented at the 2017 American Association of Neurological 

Surgeons (AANS) Annual Meeting (Bohl 2017, Melville 2017) found better, not worse, 

outcomes with overlapping surgery. The better outcome measures included hospital 

length of stay, return to the operating room, and disposition status. 

 

Though the Ravi study has only been presented in abstract form and not yet subject to 

peer review, the findings do raise further concern about overlapping surgery. In our 

previous columns we noted that the absolute frequency of adverse events related to 

concurrent surgery is likely relatively small and, hence, such adverse events are likely to 

be “buried” in large series. 

 

As before, we personally would not consent to any form of double-booked surgery and 

expect our attending surgeon to be present at our procedure even when portions of the 

surgery are being performed by residents, fellows, or other personnel. We hope that 

you’ll see our prior columns (listed below) to see our arguments against overlapping 

surgery and our recommendations for those of you who do allow it. For those of you who 

plan to allow overlapping surgery at your institution, we refer you to our “Overlapping 

Surgery Checklist” to help you plan for safe implementation. 

 

 

 

See our previous columns on double-booked, concurrent, or overlapping surgery: 

 November 10, 2015 “Weighing in on Double-Booked Surgery” 

 November 29, 2016 “Doubling Down on Double-Booked Surgery” 

 December 13, 2016 “More on Double-Booked Surgery” 

 

And our “Overlapping Surgery Checklist” 

 

 

http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/November_10_2015_Weighing_in_on_Double_Booked_Surgery.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/November_29_2016_Doubling_Down_on_Double_Booked_Surgery.htm
http://jbjs.org/content/98/22/1859.full
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/December_13_2016_More_on_Double_Booked_Surgery.htm
http://journals.lww.com/annalsofsurgery/Abstract/publishahead/Safety_of_Overlapping_Surgery_at_a_High_volume.96310.aspx
http://www.aans.org/flippingbook/QuickPlanner/index.html#100/z
http://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/879253
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/Overlapping_Surgery_Checklist.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/Overlapping_Surgery_Checklist.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/November_10_2015_Weighing_in_on_Double_Booked_Surgery.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/November_29_2016_Doubling_Down_on_Double_Booked_Surgery.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/December_13_2016_More_on_Double_Booked_Surgery.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/Overlapping_Surgery_Checklist.htm
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Our own “Overlapping Surgery Checklist”. 

http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/Overlapping_Surgery_Checklist.htm 
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