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ANALYSIS

Medical error—the third leading cause of death in the

us

Medical error is not included on death certificates or in rankings of cause of death. Martin Makary
and Michael Daniel assess its contribution to mortality and call for better reporting

Martin A Makary professor, Michael Daniel research fellow

Dopartmant of Surgery, Johra Hopking Universtty School of Medcine, Baltmore, MD 21287, USA

The annual List of the most conumon causes of death 1n the
United States, compiled by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention {CDC), informs public awareness and national
research prionties each year, The list is created using death
certificates filled out by physicians, funeral directors, medical
examiners. and coraners. However, o major limatation of the
death ceruficate 15 that it relies on assigning an Intemational
Classification of Disease (1CD) code to the canse of death.” As
a result, causes of death not associated with an 1CD code, such
a3 human and system [sctoes, are not captured. The science of
safety has matured o describe how commumcation breakdowns,
diagnostic emmors, poor judgment, and inadequate skill can
directly resall in patient harm and death. We analyzed the
sceentific literature oo medical emror to identify 11s contnibation
to US desths m relation to causes listed by the CDC?

Death from medical care itself

Medical error has been defined a5 an umintended sot (exther of

How big is the problem?

The most commonly cited estimate of annua! deaths from
medical error m the US—a 1999 Inststute of Medscine (10M)
report’ —4s limited and cutdated. The report describes an
incidence of 44 000-98 000 deaths annually.” This conclusion
was not based on primary research condocted by the inststute
but on the 1984 Harvard Medscal Practice Study and the 1992
Utah and Colorado Study.* * But as early as 1993, Leape. a chief
investigator in the 1984 Harvard study, published an article
arguing that the study’'s estmate was (100 low, contending that
T8% rather than S15% of the 180 000 fstrogenic deaths were
preventable (some argue that all fatrogenic deaths are
preventable).” This higher incidence (about 140 400 deaths due
Lo error ) has been supportad by subsequent stsdies whach suggest
that the 1999 [OM repoct underestinmates the magmitude of the
problem. A 2004 report of inpatient deaths associated with the
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3 Time consuming o,
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