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Unlocking Excellence in the Operating Room: The AORN Operating Room 
Skills Competency Checklist

In today’s high �stakes surgical environment, the margin between a successful operation and a complication is 

razor �thin. Surgeons, anesthesiologists, nurses, and support staff must all perform at peak levels of skill, knowledge, 

and coordination. The Association of periOperative Registered Nurses (AORN) has long championed 

evidence �based standards that elevate patient safety and staff performance. Central to this mission is the AORN 

Operating Room Skills Competency Checklist, a practical tool that transforms abstract guidelines into

measurable actions.

Whether you are a seasoned OR nurse, a newly hired peri �operative professional, or a hospital administrator

seeking to improve outcomes, understanding and applying this checklist is essential. This article provides an

in �depth exploration of the checklist’s structure, its role in competency assessment, and actionable strategies for

seamless integration into your practice.

What Is AORN and Why It Matters

AORN, founded in 1964, is the world’s largest professional organization for peri �operative nurses. Its mission is to 

advance the health and safety of patients and the quality of peri �operative care through evidence �based education, 

advocacy, and research. AORN’s Peri �operative Standardsare widely recognized as the gold standard for

operating room practice, covering everything from patient preparation to post �operative care.

These standards are not just theoretical; they are designed to be implemented in everyday practice. The

competency checklist is one of the key tools that bridges the gap between policy and performance.

Defining a Competency Checklist

A competency checklist is a structured list of skills and knowledge areas that a professional must master to perform

safely and effectively. In the OR, such checklists ensure that every team member:

•  Understands their role and responsibilities.

•  Applies best practices consistently.

•  Can identify and mitigate risks before they impact patient care.

The AORN checklist is specifically tailored to the unique demands of the peri �operative environment, making it an

indispensable resource for both training and ongoing evaluation.

Overview of the AORN Operating Room Skills Competency Checklist

While AORN’s official documents contain extensive detail, the core checklist can be grouped into five major

competency domains:

1.  Pre �operative Preparation

2.  Intra �operative Execution



3.  Post �operative Management

4.  Equipment & Environment Management

5.  Team Dynamics & Communication

Each domain encompasses specific tasks and knowledge areas that must be verified through observation,

simulation, or written assessment. Below we break down these domains and provide illustrative examples of the

items that typically appear on the checklist.

1. Pre �operative Preparation

Effective preparation sets the stage for a safe surgery. The checklist in this domain focuses on patient assessment,

consent verification, and environmental readiness.

Key Competencies

•  Verify patient identity, surgical procedure, and site with the five �minute timeout.

•  Confirm informed consent and discuss anesthesia plan.

•  Assess patient’s medical history, allergies, and pre �operative labs.

•  Prepare the surgical kit according to the procedure and specialty.

•  Ensure that all team members have completed their pre �operative briefings.

These steps help prevent wrong �site and wrong �procedure incidents, which are among the most preventable errors

in surgery.

2. Intra �operative Execution

During the operation, the focus shifts to maintaining sterility, monitoring patient status, and facilitating the surgical

team’s workflow.

Key Competencies

•  Perform sterile technique for hand hygiene, gowning, and gloving.

•  Maintain a clean surgical field by managing drapes, instruments, and fluids.

•  Monitor patient vitals and anesthetic depth, and communicate changes promptly.

•  Assist in instrument handling, including passing, re �sizing, and sterilization.

•  Respond to intra �operative emergencies (e.g., hemorrhage, arrhythmia) with protocol �driven actions.

Mastery of these tasks ensures that the surgical procedure proceeds without unnecessary complications.

3. Post �operative Management

After the incision is closed, the OR team must secure patient safety, document outcomes, and transition care to

recovery or ward staff.

Key Competencies

•  Document surgical counts and confirm no retained foreign bodies.

•  Complete the post �operative surgical record accurately.

•  Administer post �operative orders, including analgesia and anti �emetic medications.

•  Ensure the patient is stable and has an appropriate plan for postoperative monitoring.

•  Communicate key information to the recovery room team.

Effective post �operative management reduces readmission rates and enhances patient satisfaction.



4. Equipment & Environment Management

Proper equipment handling and a safe environment are foundational to OR excellence.

Key Competencies

•  Verify that all surgical instruments are present, functional, and sterilized.

•  Maintain a clean, organized, and well �lit operating room layout.

•  Ensure that backup equipment (e.g., spare lights, monitors) is available.

•  Adhere to infection control protocols for surfaces, waste, and sharps.

•  Conduct regular equipment checks and report any malfunctions immediately.

These practices minimize equipment �related errors and uphold a sterile environment.

5. Team Dynamics & Communication

Surgeons, anesthesiologists, nurses, and technicians must collaborate seamlessly. The checklist emphasizes

communication protocols and teamwork principles.

Key Competencies

•  Use the WHO Surgical Safety Checklist or AORN’s own safety protocols.

•  Facilitate clear, concise hand �offs during patient transfers.

•  Participate in pre �operative briefings and post �operative debriefings.

•  Address conflicts or misunderstandings promptly and respectfully.

•  Adhere to the “TeamSTEPPS” principles: communication, leadership, situation monitoring, mutual support.

Strong teamwork reduces errors and fosters a culture of safety.

How to Use the Checklist Effectively

Simply having a checklist is not enough. Successful implementation requires thoughtful planning, training, and

continuous evaluation.

1. Orientation and Initial Assessment

During onboarding, new staff members should be evaluated against the checklist under the supervision of a senior

nurse or educator. This assessment identifies knowledge gaps and informs personalized learning plans.

2. Simulation �Based Training

High �fidelity simulation labs allow teams to rehearse the checklist in realistic scenarios, such as emergency airway

management or unexpected blood loss. Debriefing sessions afterward help reinforce learning points.

3. Real �time Observation and Feedback

Experienced staff can conduct in �situ observations, marking completed tasks on the checklist and offering

immediate feedback. This promotes a culture of continuous improvement.

4. Documentation and Audit

Integrate the checklist into electronic health record (EHR) systems so that each task is logged automatically.

Periodic audits can reveal trends, highlight areas for improvement, and support accreditation requirements.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them



•  Incomplete Checklists: Ensure every domain is covered; partial checklists undermine safety.

•  Rigid Application: The checklist should guide, not dictate; allow room for clinical judgment.

•  Neglecting Updates: AORN standards evolve; regularly review and revise your checklist.

•  Over �Reliance on Technology: While EHR integration is helpful, always maintain manual backup in case of 

system failures.

•  Ignoring Team Input: Engage all OR staff in the checklist’s design to increase buy �in and relevance.

The Impact on Patient Outcomes

Research consistently shows that structured competency checklists reduce surgical errors, lower infection rates,

and improve overall patient safety. By standardizing performance, the AORN checklist:

•  Reduces the incidence of wrong �site surgeries by up to 50%.

•  Decreases postoperative complications, such as surgical site infections.

•  Improves team communication, leading to faster response times in emergencies.

•  Enhances staff confidence, reducing burnout and turnover.

Investing in a robust competency checklist is, therefore, an investment in quality care and institutional reputation.

Customizing the Checklist for Your Facility

Every hospital or surgical center has unique needs. Here are steps to tailor the AORN checklist effectively:

1.  Assess Your Current Practices: Map existing workflows and identify gaps relative to AORN standards.

2.  Engage Stakeholders: Include surgeons, anesthesiologists, nursing leaders, and IT staff in the customization 

process.

3.  Align with Specialty Requirements: Add procedure �specific items (e.g., cardiac, neurosurgery) that may not 

be covered in the generic checklist.

4.  Incorporate Local Policies: Merge institutional policies on infection control, equipment usage, and 

documentation.

5.  Test and Iterate: Pilot the customized checklist in a single OR suite before full rollout.

Resources for Further Learning

•  AORN Official Website – Access to standards, guidelines, and continuing education.

•  AORN CE Courses – Accredited courses on OR safety and competency.

•  CDC Hand Hygiene Guidelines – Complementary infection control resources.

•  OSHA Standards – Occupational safety regulations for OR personnel.

•  SafetyCulture – Software solutions for digital checklists and audits.

Conclusion

The AORN Operating Room Skills Competency Checklistis more than a list of tasks; it is a strategic framework

that aligns education, practice, and patient safety. By embedding this checklist into daily routines, training

programs, and quality improvement initiatives, peri �operative teams can achieve higher standards of care, reduce

errors, and foster a culture of excellence.

Whether you are a seasoned professional seeking to refine your processes or a newcomer eager to master the

essentials, this checklist offers a clear roadmap to competence. Embrace the AORN checklist, adapt it to your

context, and watch your operating rooms transform into hubs of safety, efficiency, and outstanding patient outcomes.
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