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The Role of Perioperative Nursing in Global Health
Papel da enfermagem perioperatória na saúde global
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E very year, millions of  surgical procedures are performed worldwide, accompanied by the continuous advancement 
of  interventional technologies and care practices, which contribute to shorter surgical recovery times and improved 
health outcomes. However, access to safe and high-quality surgery remains unequal across continents due to deficien-

cies or weaknesses in national health systems, limitations or shortages of  supplies and equipment, an inadequate or uneven 
distribution of  surgeons, anesthesiologists, and nurses, as well as the impact of  wars and civil conflicts in various regions.

In May 2015, the World Health Organization (WHO), through Resolution WHA68.15, proposed strengthening essential 
surgical, emergency, and anesthesia care as a component of  universal health coverage1. That same year, a group of  surgi-
cal experts from various continents established the Lancet Commission on Global Surgery, which defined six indicators for 
regional monitoring of  universal access to surgery. These indicators include population access time to emergency surgeries; 
the density of  specialist surgeons, anesthesiologists, and obstetricians per 100,000 inhabitants; the monitoring of  surgical 
volume and mortality rates, and measures to protect the population from excessive financial burdens or impoverishment 
related to surgical care2. 

Despite progress in these indicators in recent years, monitoring by countries still exhibits weaknesses or fails to fully 
reflect universal surgical coverage. A 2023 analysis by the World Bank revealed that, of  the 216 countries classified by income 
level, only 123 (56.9%) reported the number of  surgeries performed3. This lack of  data complicates the monitoring of  sur-
gical procedures, the development of  improvement strategies, and the allocation of  financial and human resources across 
different regions.

In terms of  the density of  the surgical workforce, Brazil has a rate of  55.5 professionals per 100,000 inhabitants, includ-
ing surgeons, anesthesiologists, and obstetricians, which exceeds the rate of  20 professionals recommended by the Lancet 
Commission4. However, a more detailed analysis of  this indicator highlights the unequal distribution of  professionals across 
the country, which limits the population’s access to adequate surgical services that meet local demands. Additionally, this 
disparity contributes to overburdened healthcare systems and long waiting lists in large urban centers, particularly in the 
Southeast and South regions. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that no indicator currently measures the workforce of  nursing professionals in the 
surgical setting, a gap that may also limit access to surgical services.

Nursing plays a crucial role in the composition of  the multidisciplinary team in the operating room, with varying prac-
tices worldwide, whether through direct involvement in the surgical procedure or indirect support by providing equipment 
and materials for the surgical and anesthesia teams. Consequently, there is an increasing need to enhance the qualifications 
of  professionals working in this field, from undergraduate training to advanced development through specialization courses 
and certification programs.
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The WHO highlights a growing shortage of  human 
resources in the nursing sector, which may be further exac-
erbated in the surgical field. This shortage is influenced, 
among other factors, by the limited or insufficient coverage 
of  perioperative care in undergraduate nursing programs5. 
Additionally, the lack of  recognition of  nursing leadership 
in the management of  surgical care by healthcare services, 
coupled with the reduced number of  professionals, dimin-
ishes the significant role of  nurses within the surgical team 
and restricts effective care management.

To strengthen health systems and reduce mortality, disability, 
and morbidity rates associated with limited access to surgical ser-
vices, it is essential to invest in the training of competent nursing 
professionals. These professionals should be equipped not only 
with the best scientific knowledge but also with an understand-
ing of their role in advocating for and delivering safe, high-quality 
care as part of the multidisciplinary team. Individually and collec-
tively, nurses should provide care that is aligned with the actual 
needs of the population, thereby contributing to the reduction 
of inequities and ensuring equitable access to healthcare for all.
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