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This column revisits a news item from last fall.  The media often gives coverage to a major news item and then let’s the topic disappear from view.  Many of these items are important and shouldn’t be allowed to vanish without resolution.  I believe this is one.


   


The secret is out and it’s very, very scary.  Going to the hospital or even the doctor can be hazardous to your health. A study by the National Academy of Sciences noted that up to 100 thousand people in the US die each year from avoidable errors in our health care system.  These errors run the gamut from major mistakes in surgical procedures to deadly prescriptions issued because a pharmacist couldn’t read the doctor’s handwriting.





We’re talking about deaths due solely to avoidable errors.  It’s expected that many, if not most, people will die while hospitalized because that’s where you go when you have a serious injury or illness.  But to think that an extra 100 thousand die because of avoidable errors is unbelievable.  At least it was unbelievable until the study came out.  The old joke that stockbrokers sell their mistakes and doctors bury theirs takes on a new reality.





This study indicates that twice as many people die from medical errors as die from gun shots and three times as many as die in motor vehicle accidents.  More people die from medical errors than from gunshots and traffic accidents combined.  This information is too significant to ignore.  





There have been previous reports of patients routinely contracting infections while in hospitals, but this is understandable because of the concentration of people infected with various diseases in any hospital.  But for there to be a significant probability for a patient to die because of a medical error is not only frightening but a blow to the competence we normally associate with medicine.





 While 100 thousand deaths a year may be a very small number relative to the total number of doctor visits and hospital stays, it might not be any smaller as a percentage than the gun and vehicle deaths relative to the 300 million guns and 300 million vehicles owned in this country.  It will be interesting to see if those concerned with gun and vehicle deaths take up this cause of unnecessary deaths or just accept medical errors as a normal hazard.





When a loved one dies from a gunshot or a violent vehicular injury there is the visual evidence of blood and destruction of tissue.  But in death by medical error, there is no such evidence.  Even if error is suspected, it is a suspicion that must be resolved in court.  And probably, in most cases, the survivors never even suspect the cause of death was a medical error.  This in itself raises the specter of an unpunished incompetence.  No wonder doctors and attorneys are antagonists.





A tempering figure from the report is that most of the deaths are associated with a wrong medicine or dose being given to the patient or to the wrong patient.  Additionally, many of the medical errors occur in an emergency room under hectic conditions. Whew!!!  Maybe it’s not as bad as the report initially seemed but, until more details come out, caution in the presence of medical providers might not be a bad idea.





It appears the most the patient or patient’s advocate can do is to be vigilant.  New prescriptions should be confirmed by the pharmacist as applying to the illness being treated and refills should contain the same dosage as the original.  There’s not much any of us can do about emergency room procedures.  We’re usually not allowed in, and if we were, we couldn’t recognize a good procedure from a bad one.





Perhaps what is needed is a greater discussion about our own good and bad experiences with the medical profession.  We often select plumbers, carpenters, electricians based on the experiences our friends have had with them, maybe doctors and hospitals should be added to the list of referrals.  





 





