
THE CONTINUING NECESSITY  
OF THE RN CIRCULATOR
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RN Circulator – Each Patient – Every Time
AORN’s Position Statement was initially adopted by the board of directors and membership in 2001. It verifies that 
one perioperative RN circulator should be dedicated to each patient undergoing surgery or an invasive procedure 
for the entire duration of the intraoperative experience.

Esteemed medical and nursing society position statements like AORN’s Perioperative RN Circulator Dedicated 
to Every Patient Undergoing an Operative or Other Invasive Procedure set the standard of care nationwide on 
practice matters. In addition, to date 25 states have strong patient protection laws requiring one RN circulator 
be dedicated to each patient undergoing surgery or an invasive procedure for the duration of the procedure. An 
additional eight states address the importance of the circulator role being filled by an RN. 

Similarly, CMS regulations confirm the standard of care for surgical services is to ensure a registered nurse is 
serving in the role of circulator. Specifically, “Qualified registered nurses may perform circulating duties in the 
operating room. In accordance with applicable State laws and approved medical staff policies and procedures, 
LPNs and surgical technologists may assist in circulatory duties under the supervision of a qualified registered 
nurse who is immediately available to respond to emergencies.” 42 C.F.R. 482.51(a)(3). By implication, under 
these CMS regulations, LPNs and surgical technologists may not perform circulating duties. 

Joint Commission requirements closely mirror CMS. The Accreditation Manual for both Hospitals and Critical 
Access Hospitals Provision of Care, Treatment, and Services Standard PC.03.01.01, Element of Performance 
(EP) 5 provides, “A registered nurse supervises perioperative nursing care.” The Joint Commission’s Note to 
this PC.03.01.01 clarifies, “Qualified registered nurses may perform circulating duties in the operating room. In 
accordance with state law and regulation and hospital policy, licensed practical nurses and surgical technologists 
may assist the circulating registered nurse in performing circulatory duties as long as the registered nurse who 
supervises these staff and is immediately available to respond to emergencies.” 

Equally important, RN circulators should not be asked to circulate for more than one procedure at the same 
time. Such practice not only jeopardizes immediate patient safety, it exposes the hospital or surgical center to 
malpractice liability for performing invasive procedures outside established practice standards and the nationally 
accepted standard of care.

Scrub Role
The RN circulator may delegate certain nursing tasks and functions, such as the scrub role, to LPNs and surgical 
technologists. Whether scrub functions are within the scope of an LPN is a matter of state board of nursing rules 
and regulations on LPN scope of practice. The scrub role is a delegated nursing function and, when delegated, the 
delegating RN circulator should be circulating in the operating room for the duration of the procedure.


