Patient safety:  What you can do

1. Ask questions.  It’s OK to ask questions and to expect answers you understand.  Write down any questions you have for your medical professionals.  Always ask questions before agreeing to any medical test, medication or treatment.

2. Know the members of your medical team.  All health care professionals must wear identification badges.  If someone without an identification badge tries to care for you, ask them who they are and then notify a properly identified health care professional.

3. Wash your hands.  Handwashing helps prevent the spread of germs.  Wash your hands after you move around your room, touch things or use the bathroom.  Touching your nose or mouth with unwashed hands spreads germs that can cause disease.  Touching a wound with unwashed hands can infect the wound.  It’s OK to ask your medical professionals and visitors if they’ve washed their hands.

4. Share important health information with the members of your medical team.  Several medical professionals may ask you the same questions (for example:, if you have any allergies).  That’s all part of making sure you receive safe care.  Discuss all the medicines you take, including over-the-counter medicines like aspirin, ibuprofen (Motrin, Advil), vitamins and herbal supplements.
5. Know how to use your medications.   If you don’t understand why you’re taking a medication, ask your medical professional.  Discuss possible side effects and what foods, drinks, over-the-counter drugs, herbs, natural supplements or other medicines to avoid when taking your medication.  Read the labels, including all warnings. Make sure it’s the medicine that was ordered for you and that you know how to use it.  If the medicine looks different than you expected, ask why.
6. Ask your medical professionals to check that you receive the medicines, tests and procedures ordered for you.  If you think you’re being offered the wrong medicine or treatment, ask questions.  When you’re in the hospital, make sure your identification wristband is checked before you receive medication or treatment.
7. Get all your test results.  Ask your physician or nurse when and how to get your test or procedure results.  If you don’t get your results when you expect them, don’t assume that the results are OK—always ask for your results.  Be sure you know what the results mean.  If you have questions about the results you receive, call your physician or nurse.
8. Compare expectations.  Tell your medical professionals what you expect from the treatment or procedure you are going to receive and ask if that’s realistic.  If appropriate, discuss side effects, allergies, pain, recovery time and long-term restrictions.  Discuss your advance directive with your physician.  Your advance directive is a legal document that describes your treatment wishes and names someone you choose to make decisions about your care if you can no longer make decisions for yourself.
9. Understand what will happen if you need surgery.  Before your surgery, make sure that you, your physician and your surgeon all understand and agree on what will be done.  Discuss the plan and ask questions if you do not understand what you’re being told. 
10. Before you leave the hospital, make sure you know what you need to do next and whom to contact if you have questions.  This includes learning about your medicines (including when and how to take them), when you can go back to your regular activities and what follow-up tests or appointments you’ll need. 
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