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Pilot Program Cuts Postsurgery Pneumonia 
At VAPAHCS 

 
 
A pilot program at the VA Palo Alto Health Care System showed that a set of relatively 
easy steps could dramatically reduce the number of patients who contract pneumonia 
after surgery. Results of the study were reported in April in the Journal of the American 
College of Surgeons. 
 
In the U.S., pneumonia is the third most common post-surgery complication, after 
urinary-tract and wound infections. It can result in tens of thousands of dollars in extra 
costs per patient and is often fatal. 
 
Among the interventions in the VA study: extra training and care-documentation 
requirements for nurses; computerized reminders for doctors; special breathing 
exercises for patients; twice-daily oral swabs with chlorhexidine; and measures 
designed to improve patients’ head elevation during meals and sleep. 
 
“Our research shows that simple steps in prevention can have a substantial effect,” said 
Sherry Wren, MD, chief of general surgery at the Palo Alto VA and a professor of 
surgery at Stanford University. She said the program, if expanded to other VA or private 
hospitals, could help improve patient outcomes and survival and reduce costs. 
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