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Booklist Review, March 1, 2007
Gawande, Atul. Better: A Surgeon’s Notes on Performance. Apr. 2007. 288p. Holt/Metropolitan, $24 (9780805082111). 616. 

Quick. What mundane practice, regularly propagated by generations of moms, could save the lives of thousands of hospital patients? To Brigham & Women’s Hospital general surgeon and New Yorker staff writer Gawande, that question’s answer is but one way to improve a profession where a “C+” performance rating just isn’t good enough. The follow-up to Gawande’s critically acclaimed Complications (2002) is a sparkling collection of essays about medical professionals and places where “better” either has or is becoming the norm, where excellence is a journey rather than a destination. While acknowledging that varying levels of achievement are inevitable in any human endeavor, Gawande believes the medical profession must assume the burden of constant diligence to do better because lives hang in the balance. Rather than preaching about improving performance, Gawande bears witness to the remarkable levels of care that can be achieved by describing some incredibly innovative, adaptive, and even mundane (e.g., conscientious hand-washing) practices in hospitals from Boston to the rural Indian village of Uti, from Pittsburgh to Iraqi battlefields. ––Donna Chavez

