
Pennsylvania’s Wristband
Standardization Project

Information for
Hospital Staff

Introduction…

In December 2005, the Pennsylvania Patient Safety
Authority issued an advisory based on an incident that
occurred in a Pennsylvania hospital in which clinicians
nearly failed to rescue a patient who had a cardio-
pulmonary arrest. The source of the confusion was a
nurse who had incorrectly placed a yellow wristband on
the patient.

In the hospital where the patient was admitted, a yellow
wristband meant “Do Not Resuscitate.” However, at a
nearby hospital where the nurse was also employed, a
yellow wristband meant “Restricted Extremity,” which is
what the nurse wanted to alert hospital staff about.
Fortunately, another nurse recognized the mistake, and the
patient was resuscitated.

The Patient Safety Authority advisory received national
attention and highlighted an important opportunity to
improve patient safety by standardizing the use of color-
coded wristbands.

Since then, there have been efforts in Pennsylvania and
across the nation to voluntarily adopt a standardized set
of colors that hospitals and other health care facilities
should use to mean certain medical conditions.

The Hospital & Healthsystem Association of
Pennsylvania and the Pennsylvania Patient Safety
Authority encourage all Pennsylvania hospitals to
implement standardized color-coded alert wristbands.

When Talking To Families

It is important that the patient and family members are
informed about the care provided in the hospital setting.
It is also important that the patient and their family
members are acknowledged as a valuable member of the
health care team. Including patients and their family
members in the process of using colored alert wristbands
will assure a common understanding of what the colored
alert wristbands mean, how care is provided when the
alert wristbands are worn, and the patient’s and their
family’s role in correcting any information that contrib-
utes to this process. Therefore, designated staff should
help patients and their family members:

Understand the meanings of the colored alert wrist
bands and the medical condition associated with
each wristband.

Understand the risks associated with wearing “social
cause” wristbands and why these bands should be
removed.

Be encouraged to notify the hospital staff whenever a
wristband has been removed and not reapplied, or

When a new band is applied and the patient and their
family has not been given an explanation as to the
reason.

Patients and families should be given printed infor-
mation about the colored alert wristbands, if made
available by your hospital.




