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Public Opinion on Medical Errors 
 

Priorities 
Nearly half the public say they are very concerned about an error resulting in injury 

happening to themselves or their family when they receive health care in general 
(47%), and when they go to a hospital for care (47%). These concerns rank higher 
than concern about error resulting in injury when flying on commercial airlines* 

(32%) and when purchasing food at the supermarket (30%). However, when asked to 
choose what they worry about most with their own health care, being the victim of a 

medical mistake (7%) ranks lower than not being able to afford long-term care 
(27%), insurance refusing to cover treatment (23%), and their doctor not being 
covered under a new plan (14%). 

 
While the public reports being concerned about the issue of medical errors, prevention 

of medical errors is not something that ranks highest in the public’s open-ended 
responses to questions about the top problems facing health care and medicine (a list 
which is topped by the cost of care and prescription drugs, insurance company issues, 

and access to health care). 
 

Personal experience with medical errors 
After being read a common definition of medical errors, about one-third of Americans 
(34%) report that they have been personally involved in a situation where a 

preventable medical error was made in their own care or that of a family member.  On 
a comparison survey of physicians, a similar share (35%) of physicians report the 

same. One might be concerned about the potential for over-reporting of medical 
errors among the public. However, the fact that the public’s and physicians’ reported 
experiences are nearly identical is reassuring, since physicians are likely to be in a 

more informed position to evaluate the care that they or their family members have 
received. 

 
Perceptions about medical errors 

About a third of the public says that preventable medical errors occur often – both in 
general (7% “very” often, 29% “somewhat” often), and in their own care (8% “often”, 
26% “sometimes”).  However, the public is more likely to believe that medical errors 

are an infrequent occurrence in their own care than in care in general - 22% say their 
own health care providers “never” make mistakes in treating them, whereas just 8% 

say that, in general, medical errors happen “not often at all”. 
 
Many people harbor misconceptions about the number of deaths caused by medical 

errors. About half (49%) of the public believe that 5,000 deaths or fewer occur in 
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hospitals each year due to preventable medical errors. This number is far lower than 
either the high or the low estimates in the 1999 report on medical errors from the 

Institute of Medicine. 
 

Causes and solutions 
 
When given a list of nine possible causes of preventable medical errors, at least half 

the public sees seven of these causes as very important. When further asked to 
choose between mistakes made by health professionals and those made by health 

care institutions as a more important cause of medical errors, a majority of the public 
(52%) chooses mistakes made by individuals. This is contrast to the belief by most 
experts in this field that systems, rather than individuals, are responsible for the 

majority of preventable medical errors. 
 

The public sees value in many different proposed solutions to prevent medical errors. 
One area where there is a substantial difference between the views of physicians and 
those of the public is on public reporting of medical errors. While the public sees 

mandatory reporting as a very effective way of reducing errors and wants these 
reports to be publicly available, physicians believe that such reports be kept 

confidential. 
 

* Note: This survey was conducted before the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
2001. 
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1: Worry about Medical Errors Compared with Other Concerns 
 

Nearly half the public says they are very concerned about an error resulting in injury 
happening to themselves or their family when they receive health care in general 

(47%), and when they go to a hospital for care (47%). Somewhat fewer say they are 
very concerned about errors resulting in injury when they go to the doctor’s office 
(40%) and fill a prescription (34%). These concerns rank higher than concerns about 

error resulting in injury when flying on commercial airlines* (32%) and when 
purchasing food at the supermarket (30%). When it comes to what they worry about 

most with their own health care, being the victim of a medical mistake (7%) ranks 
lower than not being able to afford long-term care (27%), insurance refusing to cover 
treatment (23%), and their doctor not being covered under a new plan (14%). 

 
* Note: this survey was conducted before the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. 

 

Worry about Medical Errors Compared with Other Concerns

Please tell me how concerned, if at all, you are 
about a serious error or mistake leading to injury 
or harm happening to you or your family in each of 
the following situations…

When you eat food 
purchased at the 

supermarket

When you receive 
health care in general

When you go to a 
hospital for care

When you fill a 
prescription at a 

pharmacy

When you go to a 
doctor’s office for care

When you fly on U.S. 
commercial airlines

Which one of the following do you personally 
worry about the most when it comes to health 
care... 

Your health plan will change and your 
favorite doctor won’t be covered

You won’t be able to afford long-term 
care for yourself or your parents

Your insurance will refuse to cover 
treatment you need

Percent choosing 
each of the following

You will be the victim of a medical 
mistake by your doctor or hospital

Your health records will not be kept 
confidential

Clinics in your area will close and you 
won’t have a nearby place to go for 

medical care

47%

30%

32%

34%

40%

47%

Percent saying “very concerned”

27%

4%

7%

7%

14%

23%

Source: Kaiser / Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality An Update on 

the Role of Quality Information Survey (conducted July 31 – October 13, 2000).
Source: NBC/Wall St. Journal Poll (conducted Jun 18-Jun21, 1998)



 

 

4 

2: Where Medical Errors Rank Relative to Other Problems Facing Health Care 
and Medicine 

 
The prevention of medical errors has long been of concern to health professionals. 

While the public also reports concern over the issue, prevention of medical errors is 
not something that ranks highest in the public’s open-ended responses to questions 
about the top problems facing health care and medicine. While only 6% of the public 

say medical errors are one of the two main problems facing health care and medicine 
in the U.S., nearly four in ten (38%) say cost of health care, and about three in ten 

(31%) say cost of prescription drugs are among the top concerns. 
 
 

 

Where Medical Errors Rank Relative to Other Problems Facing Health Care and Medicine

Thinking about everything that has to do with health care and medicine, what do you think are the two main 
problems facing health care and medicine in the United States today? (open-ended Apr-02)

6%

11%

11%

31%

38%

Insurance companies/ 
corporatization of medicine

Medical errors

Cost of health care

Access to/availability of 
medical care

Cost of prescription drugs

Source: Harvard School of Public Health / Kaiser Family Foundation Medical Errors: Practicing Physician and Public Views, 
Published in The New England Journal of Medicine December 12, 2002 (surveys conducted April-July 2002)
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3: Priority of Reducing Medical Errors in Context with Other Health Issues 
 

In contrast to their open-ended responses, when given a list of options a majority of 
the public (71%) thinks that reducing medical errors should be a “very” important 

priority for the nation’s health agenda. This ranks in the middle of a list of priorities – 
above reforming the Medicaid program (54%) and assuring the smooth 
implementation of the new Medicare prescription drug benefit (53%), but below cost 

concerns such as “lowering the cost of health insurance” (83%) and prescription drugs 
(80%) and below “increasing the number of Americans covered by health insurance” 

(76%).    
 
When asked to choose, just 8% say reducing medical errors should be the MOST 

important priority for the President and Congress.  
 

Priority of Reducing Medical Errors in Context with Other Health Issues

Now, I’m going to read you some different health care issues. As I 
read each one, please tell me how important you think it is for the 
President and Congress to deal with this issue – very important, 
somewhat important, not too important, or not important at all.

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation Health Poll Report Survey (conducted December 6–11, 2005)

80%

83%

48%

53%

54%

71%

76%

Lowering the cost of health insurance

Increasing the number of Americans 
covered by health insurance

Reforming the Medicaid program

When forced to choose…
Which of the following issues you 
say are very important do you think 
is most important?*

Percent saying “very important” Percent saying “most important”

*Also includes those who 
named only one issue as 
“very important”

Lowering the cost of prescription drugs

Reducing medical errors or mistakes

14%

27%

6%

3%

5%

8%

26%

Assuring the smooth implementation of the 
new Medicare prescription drug benefit 

Reforming the medical malpractice system
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4: Personal Experiences with Medical Errors 
 

After being read a common definition of medical errors, about one-third of Americans 
(34%) report that they have been personally involved in a situation where a 

preventable medical error was made in their own care or that of a family member.  On 
a comparison survey of physicians in 2002, a similar share (35%) report that they 
have been personally involved in a situation where a preventable medical error was 

made in their own care or that of a family member.  
 

One might be concerned about the potential for over-reporting of medical errors 
among the public. However, the fact that the public’s and physicians’ reported 
experiences are nearly identical is reassuring, since physicians are likely to be in a 

more informed position to evaluate the care that they or their family members have 
received. 

 
 

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation surveys

*Respondents were read the following definition of medical errors: “Sometimes when people are ill and receive medical care, 
mistakes are made that result in serious harm, such as death, disability, or additional or prolonged treatment. These are called
medical errors. Some of these errors are preventable, while others may not be.”

65%34%

1%

Don’t know

Personal Experiences with Medical Errors

Have you ever been personally involved in a situation where a preventable medical error was made in your own 
medical care or that of a family member?*

65%35%

Yes

Public (2004) Physicians (2002)

No
Yes No
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5: Personal Experiences: Health Consequences of Medical Errors 
 

Significant percentages of both the public and physicians report having experience 
with medical errors that resulted in serious consequences. About one in five adults 

(21%) and physicians (18%) say an error caused “serious health consequences,” 
including death (reported by 8% of the public and 7% of physicians), long-term 
disability (11% and 6%, respectively) or severe pain (16% and 11%, respectively). 

 
 

Percent saying they or a member of their family 
experienced a medical error that resulted in…*

3%

10%

21%

18%

10%

7%

Public (2004)

Physicians

(2002)

Serious health 
consequences

Minor health 
consequences 

No health 
consequences 

Personal Experiences: Health Consequences of Medical Errors

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation surveys

8%

11%

12%

16%

16%

12%

11%

8%

6%

7%

Public (2004)

Physicians

(2002)

Severe pain

Temporary 
disability 

Death

Significant loss of time at 
work, school, or other 
important life activities

Long-term 
disability 

Percent saying they or a member of their family 
experienced a medical error with serious health 
consequences that resulted in…*

*Respondents were read the following definition of medical errors: “Sometimes when people are ill and receive medical care, 
mistakes are made that result in serious harm, such as death, disability, or additional or prolonged treatment. These are called
medical errors. Some of these errors are preventable, while others may not be.”
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6: Perceived Frequency of Medical Errors 

 
About a third of the public says that preventable medical errors occur often – both in 
general (7% “very” often, 29% “somewhat” often), and in their own care (8% “often”, 

26% “sometimes”).  However, The public is more likely to believe that medical errors 
are an infrequent occurrence in their own care than in care in general - 22% say their 

own health care providers “never” make mistakes in treating them, whereas just 8% 
say that, in general, medical errors happen “not often at all”. 
 

 

Perceived Frequency of Preventable Medical Errors 

When people seek help from a health professional, 
how often do you think preventable medical errors 
are made in their care?* (Jul-04)

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation surveys

44%

29%

8%

7% 12%
Not often 

at all

Not too 
often

Somewhat 
often

Very often
Don’t 
know

Generally speaking, how often would you say that 
the doctors, hospitals and other components of the 
medical system you come in contact with make 

mistakes in diagnosing and treating your medical 
problems? (Mar-00)

Never

Rarely

Sometimes

Often

No opinion

*Respondents were read the following definition of medical errors: “Sometimes when people are ill and receive medical care, 
mistakes are made that result in serious harm, such as death, disability, or additional or prolonged treatment. These are called
medical errors. Some of these errors are preventable, while others may not be.”

42%

26%

22%

8%

2%
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7: Perceived Frequency of Deaths Due to Medical Errors 
 

About half of the public (49%) believes that 5,000 deaths or fewer occur in hospitals 
each year due to preventable medical errors. This number is far lower than either the 

high or the low estimates in the 1999 report on medical errors from the Institute of 
Medicine.  (The IOM estimated this number is between 44,000 and 98,000 people). 
 

Perceived Frequency of Deaths Due to Medical Errors

About how many Americans, do you think, die in hospitals each year as a result of a preventable medical error?*

500 18%

31%

18%

9%

5%

5,000

50,000

100,000

500,000
Note: Don’t know 
responses not shown

*Respondents were read the following definition of medical errors: “Sometimes when people are ill and receive medical care, 
mistakes are made that result in serious harm, such as death, disability, or additional or prolonged treatment. These are called
medical errors. Some of these errors are preventable, while others may not be.”

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation / Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality / Harvard School of Public Health  National Survey on Consumers’

Experiences with Patient Safety and Quality Information, November 2004 (conducted July 7 – September 5, 2004).
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8: Medical Errors and Other Factors as Indicators of Quality of Care 
 

When it comes to different indicators of hospital quality, people most often say that 
reports of medical errors or mistakes tell a lot about the quality of a hospital (70%). 

This ranked higher than other indicators such as how much experience the hospital 
has in particular tests or surgeries (65%), how many patients die after surgery 
(57%), patient surveys of quality of care (52%), and whether the hospital had passed 

independent review (50%).  Fewer than half said that one could tell a lot about the 
quality of a hospital based on the number of patients who don’t get standard 

recommended treatments (47%), how long it takes the hospital to return test results 
(47%), whether it’s a teaching hospital (44%), and whether it was rated highly by 
local newspapers and magazines (28%). 

 
 

Medical Errors and Other Factors as Indicators of Quality of Care

52%

57%

65%

70%

28%

44%

47%

47%

50%

Whether it has been rated “the best” by 
a local newspaper or magazine

How much experience the hospital has in 
performing a particular test or surgery

Reports of medical errors or mistakes that 
lead to harm for patients

Whether the hospital has passed an 
independent review and been accredited

How long it takes the hospital lab to return 
test results

How patients surveyed rate the quality of care

Whether it is a teaching hospital

The number of patients who do not get 
standard recommended treatments, such as 

aspirin after a heart attack

How many patients die after having surgery

Percent saying each would tell them “a lot” about the quality of hospitals…

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation / Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality / Harvard School of Public Health  National Survey on Consumers’

Experiences with Patient Safety and Quality Information, November 2004 (conducted July 7 – September 5, 2004).
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9: Medical Errors and Other Factors as Indicators of Health Plan Quality 
 

When it comes to evaluating health plan quality, the number of medical errors made 
by the plan's doctors and hospitals ranks near the top of the list of indicators (66% 

say this tells them a lot about the quality of the plan). 
 
 

Medical Errors and Other Factors as Indicators of Health Plan Quality

Percent who say each of the following tells them “a lot” about the quality of health plans…

The percentage of doctors in 
the plan who have had a 

complaint filed against them 
or lost  malpractice suits

The number of medical 
errors or mistakes by the 

plan’s doctors and 
hospitals

Whether the plan has 
programs to help people 

with chronic illnesses

The percentage of plan 
members who get 

preventive care

How quickly patients can get 
to be seen by a doctor or get 

lab results
69%

62%

62%

65%

66%

67%

The number of complaints filed 
by plan members against the 

health plan

How easy it is for plan 
members to see specialists

The range of health benefits 

Whether the plan has passed a 
review and been accredited by 
an independent organization

How much the health 
plan costs

61%

40%

44%

47%

58%

60%

Turnover rates from 
doctors in the plan

How patients surveyed rate 
the quality of care

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation / Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality / Harvard School of Public Health  National Survey on Consumers’
Experiences with Patient Safety and Quality Information, November 2004 (conducted July 7 – September 5, 2004).
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10: Perceived Causes of Preventable Medical Errors 
 

When given a list of nine items as possible causes of preventable medical errors, at 
least half of the public sees seven of these causes as very important. The top causes 

as viewed by the public are overwork, stress, or fatigue of health professionals (74%); 
physicians not having enough time with patients (70%); not enough nurses in the 
hospital (69%); and health professionals not working together or communicating as a 

team (68%). Interestingly, the lowest-ranking cause among the public, lack of 
computerized medical records (46%), is something that experts in this field often cite 

as a main cause of preventable errors. 
 

Perceived Causes of Preventable Medical Errors

Percent saying each is a very important cause of preventable medical errors…

Overwork, stress, or fatigue of health professionals

Doctors not having enough time with patients

Health professionals not working together or not 
communicating as a team

The influence of HMOs and other managed care 
plans on treatment decisions

68%

69%

70%

74%

46%

47%

52%

55%

58%

Not enough nurses in hospitals

Poor training of health professionals

Poor handwriting by health professionals

Medical care being very complicated

Lack of computerized medical records

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation / Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality / Harvard School of Public Health  National Survey on Consumers’

Experiences with Patient Safety and Quality Information, November 2004 (conducted July 7 – September 5, 2004).
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11: Responsibility for Preventable Medical Errors 
 

When asked to choose between mistakes made by health professionals and those 
made by health care institutions as a more important cause of preventable medical 

errors, a majority of the public (52%) chooses mistakes made by individuals. This is in 
contrast to the belief by most experts in this field that systems, rather than 
individuals, are responsible for the majority of preventable medical errors. 

 
 

Responsibility for Preventable Medical Errors

Which of the following do you think is the more important cause of preventable medical errors that result in 
serious harm?*

Mistakes made by 
institutions where 
they work

Mistakes made by 
individual health 

professionals

36%

52%

13%

Don’t know/Refused

*Respondents were read the following definition of medical errors: “Sometimes when people are ill and receive medical care, 
mistakes are made that result in serious harm, such as death, disability, or additional or prolonged treatment. These are called
medical errors. Some of these errors are preventable, while others may not be.”

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation / Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality / Harvard School of Public Health  National Survey on Consumers’

Experiences with Patient Safety and Quality Information, November 2004 (conducted July 7 – September 5, 2004).
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12: Possible Solutions to Prevent Medical Errors 
 

When given a list of 13 proposed solutions to prevent medical errors, at least half the 
public rated nine of these items as very effective. The top four proposed solutions 

were giving physicians more time to spend with their patients (79%), requiring 
hospitals to develop systems to avoid errors (72%), better training of health 
professionals (72%) and requiring hospitals to report all serious medical errors (71%). 

 
 

 

Possible Solutions to Prevent Medical Errors

Percentage who feel each solution would be very effective in reducing preventable medical errors…

Giving doctors more time 
to spend with patients

72%

79%

66%

66%

67%

71%

72%

Requiring hospitals to 
develop systems to avoid 

medical errors

Better training of health 
professionals

Using ONLY doctors 
specially trained in 

intensive care medicine on 
intensive care units

Requiring hospitals to 
report all serious medical 
errors to a state agency

Increasing the number of 
hospital nurses

Reducing the work hours 
of doctors in training to 

avoid fatigue

Suspending the license of 
health professionals who 

make medical errors

More use of computerized 
medical records

Limiting certain high-risk 
medical procedures to 

hospitals that do a lot of 
these procedures

Including a pharmacist on 
hospital rounds when doctors 

review the progress of patients

More lawsuits for 
malpractice

Having hospitalized 
patients be taken care of 
by hospital doctors rather 
than their regular doctors

51%

54%

21%

21%

42%

49%

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation / Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality / Harvard School of Public Health  National Survey on Consumers’

Experiences with Patient Safety and Quality Information, November 2004 (conducted July 7 – September 5, 2004).
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13: Reporting of Medical Errors 
 

One area where there is a substantial difference between the views of physicians and 
those of the public is on public reporting of medical errors. The vast majority (92%) of 

the public says medical error reporting should be required; just 6% says it should be 
voluntary. 
 

In 2004, more than six in ten (63%) of the public said that serious medical errors 
should be released to the public, while in 2000, 14% of physicians said the same.  

Physicians were much more likely than the public to say that reports of medical errors 
should be used to prevent future mistakes, but be confidential (86% of physicians, 
31% of the public). 

 

Reporting of Medical Errors

Should hospital reports of serious medical errors be confidential and only used to learn how to prevent future mistakes 
or should they also be released to the public? 

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation surveys

Confidential
Released 

to the 
public

Which one of the following statements comes closer to your views on how medical errors that result in serious injury 

or harm should be handled? (2004)

Reporting of serious medical 
errors should be REQUIRED

Reporting of serious medical errors 
should be VOLUNTARY

Don’t know/Refused

31%63%

5%

6%
92%

2%

Don’t know/ 
Refused

Confidential
Released 

to the 
public

86%14%

Public (2004) Physicians (2002)
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14: Trust in Doctors About Mistake Reporting 
 

An overwhelming majority of the public (88%) says that physicians should be required 
to tell their patients if a mistake is made in their treatment. More than half of the 

public also says that they trust their own doctor to tell them if a mistake were made in 
their treatment (23% say their doctor would be “very” likely to tell them, and another 
31% say it’s “somewhat” likely).  

 
However, among those who report having personal experience with a preventable 

medical error (either themselves or in their family), fewer than three in ten (28%) say 
that the doctor or health professional involved told them about the mistake. 
 

70%
28%

2%

Trust in Doctors about Mistake Reporting

Did the doctor or the health professionals involved tell you that a medical error had been made in your or your family 
member’s treatment, or didn’t they tell you?  (Among those who reported that they or someone in their family 
experienced a medical error – 34% of total)

Doctor/health professional 
told you

Doctor/health professional 
didn’t tell you

Don’t know

2%

31%
23%

19% 25%

Should physicians be required to tell patients if a 
preventable medical error resulting in serious harm is 
made in their care, or not?

Should be 
required 

to tell

Should not 
be required 
to tell9%

88%

3%
Don’t know/ 
Refused

If a medical error were made in your care, how 
likely do you think the doctor would be to tell you?

Very 
likely

Not very 
likely

Somewhat
likely

Not at 
all likely

Don’t know

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation / Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality / Harvard School of Public Health  National Survey on Consumers’

Experiences with Patient Safety and Quality Information, November 2004 (conducted July 7 – September 5, 2004).
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15: Attention to and Knowledge about Medical Error News 
 

In 1999, the Institute of Medicine released a report about medical errors in hospitals. 
This was one of the most closely followed health policy news stories that year. More 

than half of the public (51%) said they followed the story closely (26% reported 
following this story very closely; 25% said they followed it fairly closely). Four in ten 
(42%) knew that the report indicated that medical errors are a serious problem, many 

resulting in a large number of preventable deaths. However, another 43% didn’t know 
enough to say what the report was about, and 12% thought the news said it was a 

small problem. 
 
 

25%
21%

26% 24%

Attention to and Knowledge about Medical Error News

How closely did you follow this story... a report by 
the Institute of Medicine of the National Academy of 
Sciences about medical errors in hospitals? 

To the best of your knowledge, did this 
report say that these medical errors were...

Very 
closely

Fairly 
closely

Not too 
closely

Not at all

42%

43%

12%

A big problem 
causing a lot 
of deaths 
(Correct)

Don’t 
know

A small problem 
causing few deaths

Source: Kaiser Family Foundation/Harvard School of Public Health Survey on Health Care and the 2000 Elections
(conducted Dec. 3-13, 1999)

 


