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Not All Adverse Events Are Preventable
Skeptical Scalpel

Medical errors are a real problem.
I won’t deny that.
It was bad enough when the often-quoted Institute of Medicine figure that 98,000
deaths per year in the US are caused by medical errors was in vogue, but now a
paper in the Journal of Patient Safety [1] states that adverse medical events result
in 210,000 to 400,000 deaths per year and 10 to 20 times those numbers of serious
harms.
Since the paper disparages the medical profession, it has received a lot of media
attention.
Most articles about it simply regurgitate the dismal estimates without any real
attempt to dig into the paper’s methods.
Let’s take a closer look.
As is true of many papers, the abstract is a bit sketchy when describing how the
paper arrived at its conclusion.
The full text of the paper reveals the author found four studies that looked at what
are described as preventable adverse events in US hospitals within the last seven
years. All four used the Global Trigger Tool which involves the screening of records
for adverse events by nurses or pharmacists and a secondary review by physicians.
Based on opinions by “experts,” the author made a key, but erroneous, assumption
that all adverse events are preventable.
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The basis of that assumption was apparently this statement in the methods section
of a 2011 paper in Health Affairs about the Global Trigger Tool.
“Because of prior work with Trigger Tools and the belief that ultimately all adverse
events may be preventable, we did not attempt to evaluate the preventability or
ameliorability (whether harm could have been reduced if a different approach had
been taken) of these adverse events.”
The “belief that ultimately all adverse events may be preventable” is not supported
by any facts, which are not necessary I suppose if one simply has a “belief.”
Personally, I do not share the belief that all adverse events are preventable. Let me
give you a few examples of why.
Continue reading... [2]
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