
Joe’s Story: 

Joe, an undergraduate student, was on a study abroad experience and was working in the 
emergency room of a hospital in a very poor urban neighborhood in an under-resourced 
country. He tells this story: 

"It was late into the night, and only a resident and I were there when a man came in with a 
large cut down his forearm. Once the wound had been cleaned, the resident began to stitch 
up the man's arm, then looked at me and said, "Here, you give it a try." I shook my head and 
said, "I don't know what to do." He proceeded to show me, saying, "It's easy, you just do this," 
at which point he handed the needle to me again.  

My hands shook, but I took my first stitch while the man lay on the table looking at me in my 
white coat. When I was all done, the man thanked me and the resident for our good work. It 
wasn't until later that the resident told me, "He thought you were a doctor, just like me." 
Even later I remembered that neither of us had washed our hands before working on the 
patient. 

What are some of the  patient safety issues in this story?  Reflect before reading on. 

There are many patient safety issues. Because of Joe’s inexperience, he may have missed 
diagnosing serious damage to tissues or nerves that would result in permanent disability. As 
he realized later, he had not provided sufficient protection from infection for either himself 
or the patient. His stitches were likely to leave an unsightly scar and inhibit healing. He was 
also at risk personally from the danger of blood-borne illnesses that was increased by his lack 
of skill with a needle. 

In short, by doing as he was asked and stitching up the patient, Joe put himself and the 
patient at great risk, which was highly unethical. 


