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Patient experience

Please be the best you can be
After hospital-acquired MRSA indirectly cost her mother her life, Maria Cann became a champion 
for infection prevention. Here she reflects on how this has affected the way she perceives 
healthcare

‘Please keep an eye on what’s happening and politely ask him to 

stop if aseptic non-touch technique is breached at any point.’ These 

were my words to my partner Derek, who was with me as the 

skilled nurse approached to stitch the deep gash above my heel 

following an accident; I was lying on my stomach and couldn’t see 

what was happening.  

I had already asked for a sheet to be put onto the bed as I didn’t 

want to climb onto a potentially contaminated surface with the 

exposed gaping wound. Next was the tetanus triple jab. My skin 

was cleaned and allowed to dry, and the nurse, exhausted from 

her long shift, sat on the bed where my foot had been cleaned, 

stitched and dressed to give me my jab. ‘Yes,’ I thought, ‘I was right 

to ask for a sheet to be placed on the bed.’

My paranoia had developed an hour previously when a nurse told 

Derek to move the car from the entrance to the A&E department 

as I struggled to make my way around the car and looked for 

something to grab onto while I waited for Derek to return with a 

wheelchair. An ambulance crew witnessed my struggle and came 

to my aid. 

When I made it into triage I immediately scanned the room. 

‘What are you looking for?’ asked Derek. ‘A sink where the triage 

nurse will wash her hands,’ I replied. It was a verbal examination 

only, so I didn’t have to ask for the nurse to wash her hands on 

this occasion. 

Previous experience
You may think my concerns were extreme, but I had good reason 

for them. In 2004 my mum contracted MRSA in a large teaching 

hospital in the south west of England following a liver resection. 

She recovered, but when we needed to readmit her as an 

emergency some months later, she was reluctant to go back to 

hospital because of her experience with the MRSA and treatment, 

so she lost the final battle for life after dad had tried CPR and the 

delayed help arrived. 

I have experienced care at its very best, and also what can only 

be described as mediocrity in healthcare on a number of occasions; 

sadly I have also seen very poor standards of care that have 

resulted in loss of life. That is why I was so alert to the dangers of 

contracting an infection after my accident. 

My experiences led me to get involved in setting up MRSA Action 

UK, which campaigns for safer standards in our hospitals and 

healthcare settings.

As a patient, carer, mum, and, not least, a patient advocate, 

I was delighted to be invited to give a patient perspective on 

the importance of infection, prevention and control. The World 

Health Organization’s multiprofessional Patient Safety Curriculum 

Guide is, in my view, an excellent tool not only for those who are 

just coming into the healthcare professions, but for experienced 

professionals to help remind them of the importance of this 

fundamental element of care, and to act as role models to do the 

right thing, right first time, every time.

In theatre patients can’t speak up, and their loved ones aren’t 

there to speak up for them. So we have to trust that everyone 

is being the best they can be in practice. There is no place for 

mediocrity when it comes to patient safety, and my favourite quote 

to remind everyone to be at their very best comes from Aristotle: 

‘We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act, but 

a habit.’

If you remember this in everything you do, you will be the very 

best you can be.

Maria Cann is a founding member and trustee of the patient 

charity MRSA Action UK. 

For more information about MRSA Action UK go to 

mrsaactionuk.net


