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Safety and Preventing 

Medical Errors

ABSTRACT

The combination of healthcare professionals, processes and technologies bring 
significant benefits for patients. However, it also involves an inevitable risk of ad-
verse events. Patients receiving health care in health institutions have the potential 
to experience some forms of medical errors. The word medical error commonly 
encompasses terms such as mistakes, near misses, active and latent errors. This 
signifies the complexity and multidimensional nature of the error. The consequences 
can be costly to the patients, the health professionals, the health care institutions, 
and the entire health care system. The costs may involve human, economic, and 
social aspects. Thus, ensuring quality health care can contribute to patients’ safety 
by reducing potential medical errors in practice. This chapter aims to introduce a 
quality management framework for improving the quality and effectiveness of ser-
vices, reducing medical errors and making the healthcare system safer for patients.
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INTRODUCTION

Health care is not as safe and reliable as it might be. Healthcare delivery is a complex 
process involving multiple independent agents and clinical pathways. One component 
of the system is interdependent and interacts with other multiple components. The 
occurrence of errors during the healthcare services delivery is inevitable. Medical 
errors are frequently occurring, complex and pervasive public health concerns that 
pose serious challenges to patient safety and could cause death and injury. The 
prevalence of the issue is gaining immense attention in recent years.

Unfortunately, the deaths due to preventable medical errors exceed the number 
of death from road accidents, cancer, or AIDS. Evidence from hospitalized patients 
consistently revealed high rates of adverse events (McLean, 2015). Preventable 
medical errors and adverse events are commonly observed in patients receiving 
care in hospitals and healthcare facilities. For example, evidence from US shows 
the occurrence of an estimated 161,655 medical errors in 2008 and 170,201 medical 
errors in 2009. The extrapolated estimate showed that there were more than four 
million unique injury visits containing more than one million unique medical errors 
each year in the entire US population (David et al., 2013). Although reports from 
developing countries are limited, medical errors are worldwide concerns.

Insufficient technical skills and motivation of healthcare professionals, poor qual-
ity of infrastructure, equipment, and drugs, and shortcomings in infection control 
and healthcare waste management particularly in developing countries make the 
probability of adverse events much higher than in industrialized nations.

Improving healthcare processes and enhancing health care quality are critical 
and enduring steps in promoting patient safety and reducing medical errors. This 
can be achieved through improving professional knowledge, meticulous health care 
delivery, adherence to policy and procedures and safe service delivery, improving 
institutional transparency and patient involvement in decisions, building good in-
stitutional culture and functional monitoring and evaluation.

This chapter presents the details of aspects of medical errors in connection with 
health care quality, and possible approaches to reduce medical errors and improve 
patient safety. The overall purpose of this chapter is to introduce a quality management 
framework to assist healthcare practitioners to improve the quality and effectiveness 
of services and reduce medical errors and their consequences.
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