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Medical Errors Seen Through Different Lenses
B Y  PAT R I C E  W E N D L I N G

Chicago Bureau

Q U E B E C C I T Y —  Clinicians, staff, and
patients report medical errors in distinctly
different ways, Robert L. Phillips Jr., M.D.,
said at the annual meeting of the North
American Primary Care Research Group.

Patients tend to file fewer reports, while
clinicians and staff are far more likely to
report errors of process rather than errors
of knowledge and skill.

Such variances are important to con-
sider as error reporting becomes manda-
tory. The Patient Safety and Quality Im-
provement Act of 2005 (S. 544), signed into
law this summer, establishes a voluntary
system to report errors and near misses.

Dr. Phillips presented a study in which
10 family medicine clinics were asked to
routinely report errors over a 10-week pe-
riod. Additionally, on 5 intensive days,

they were asked
to report every
error. Errors
could be of
omission or
commission.

The reports
were anony-
mous and
could be filed
by mail, phone,
or the Internet.
Reporting took
about 3-5 min-
utes.

Of the eligi-
ble reporting population, 401 (86%) clini-
cians and staff signed consent forms.

A total of 726 events were reported, of
which 717 had at least one error. There
were a total of 935 errors.

Just over half of the reports came from
staff (384), a little over one-third from
physicians (278), and relatively few from
residents (46) and nurse practitioners and
physician assistants (18).

The majority of reports came over the
Internet (546), while 180 were mailed.

Although most of the reports were
filed on routine vs. intensive-reporting
days (440 vs. 265), there was a dispropor-
tionate amount filed on the 5 intensive-re-
porting days.

“Routine reporting does not approxi-
mate volume,” said Dr. Phillips, director of
the Robert Graham Center: Policy Stud-
ies in Family Medicine and Primary Care,
Washington. “There has to be some oth-
er mechanism than routine reporting if
you want to get at [errors], especially the
common, less harmful mistakes.”

The top errors were chart completeness
and availability (176), medication (127),
appointments (111), filing (84), laborato-
ry work (82), and communication with
patients (65).

Analysis revealed that 96% of the errors
reported were process errors, suggesting
that clinicians and staff either recognize
more process errors or are reluctant to re-
port errors of knowledge and skill, he said.

Clinicians were significantly more like-
ly to report errors concerning medica-
tions, laboratory investigations, and diag-
nostic imaging, while staff members were

more likely to report errors related to pa-
tient communication and appointments.

One of the more striking findings was
that patients filed only 126 reports, of
which 18 were actual errors. Of these, 6
were related to waiting too long, 2 were
mistaken identity, and 10 cited a variety of
issues, including credit card theft and even
clinician-induced fear. Most patient re-
ports were sent by mail.

While such insights are important, it’s
not clear if the overall lack of patient re-

porting is due to patients not seeing errors
or if another tool is needed to collect the
data, he said.

The audience suggested that patients
may report less often because acknowl-
edging an error might make them feel
more at risk.

The analysis revealed that 706 reports in-
dicated errors that caused health conse-
quences or harm. There were no deaths,
but nearly a quarter of the patients involved
experienced some health consequence.

Reports from both staff and clinicians
suggest that patients with complex health
issues are vulnerable to more serious harm.

Of the reports that had multiple errors,
4 reports had four errors, 33 had three er-
rors, and 183 had two. In 93 of these cas-
es, a cascade of errors occurred as a result
of an initial error, which usually involved
an incomplete or unavailable chart.

The Robert Graham Center is a division
of the American Academy of Family
Physicians. ■

The top errors
involved chart
completeness and
availability,
medication,
appointments,
filing, laboratory
work, and
communication
with patients.
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