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Breaking Down the Wall of Silence Between Doctors and Patients

Pinhead Town Talk, Tuesday July 14th, 6 p.m.

“I sit in the middle of quality improvement efforts, patient claims, peer reviews, medical education…I see it all,” said Richard Boothman, Chief Risk Officer, University of Michigan, in a recent interview, and he was not exaggerating. When asked to cite examples of complicated medical errors, Boothman had a catalogue to choose from. 

One compelling story involved a lung cancer survivor, two years post-treatment, experiencing swollen lymph nodes. Her oncologist had previously cautioned her that the cancer would likely recur, and he immediately followed up with a biopsy. The pathologist reviewed the results and concluded that her cancer had, in fact, returned. 

The patient lived through two years of anxiety and grief, the notion of death lurking. Seeming a miraculous case to her team of physicians, the biopsy results were reassessed. It was then that she received the inconceivable news: the pathologist had made a mistake; the inflamed lymph nodes were the result of a mere infection. 

The patient had been cancer-free, unbeknownst to her and her doctors, for two whole years.

Whether it’s a misdiagnosis, the wrong slice of tissue, or a misinterpreted x-ray, the immeasurable agony and anger a patient experiences following a medical error can trigger an emotional and legal rollercoaster, if not handled professionally and honestly.

This Tuesday July 14th, Pinhead Town Talks presents “Extreme Honesty: Disclosing medical errors and patient harm” at the Telluride Conference Center in Mountain Village from 6 – 7:15 p.m. The discussion will be led by Richard Boothman, JD, Timothy McDonald, MD, JD, Associate Professor and Chief Safety and Quality Officer for Health Affairs, University of Illinois and David Mayer, MD, Associate Dean for Education and Co-Executive Director Institute for Patient Safety Excellence, University of Illinois. 
“The health care system is complicated, and it breaks. It is the ethical imperative of providers to learn from medical errors and fix what’s broken, but it is also essential for patients to understand they cannot ‘shame and blame’ doctors and nurses, or no progress will be made,” McDonald said. 

Over the past few years, doctors and malpractice lawyers have been straying from the traditional “deny and defend” ideology. Boothman, who appeared before the United States Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions in 2006, has been the leading force in shifting health care towards full disclosure and open communication policies.

“You can’t cut a check for every sad story,” Boothman said. “Only a direct approach gets rid of the anger and sadness. Both doctors and patients must communicate; honesty must come from both sides.”

Boothman’s medical liability theories are working. Just last year The New York Times reported that the Universities of Michigan and Illinois experienced a 32% (over six years) and 50% (over two years) drop in malpractice filings, respectively, due to their push for full disclosure education. Five years ago, 200,000 patients died each year due to medical mishaps in hospitals. Today that figure is down to 100,000 patients.

In addition, McDonald and Mayer are helping to implement a consumer (patient) malpractice reporting system through the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ) to identify malpractice patterns for hospital improvement. The system will be available to people of all languages and income brackets and is the first of its kind.

At this week’s Town Talk, all three medical risk gurus will examine the principles and ethics behind full disclosure and discuss the progress admissions and apologies have made for those who have fallen victim to medical malpractice. They will present real-life medical stories from their unreleased documentary, “The Forces of Medical Errors: from tears to transparency,” and they will answer health care questions from the audience with facts and genuine experience on their side. 

“Our goal is to empower people who have a moral compass,” McDonald concluded. “We want the Telluride audience to hear the patient stories and focus their compasses in the right direction.”

Pinhead Town Talks are co-produced by the Telluride Science Research Center (TSRC) and Pinhead Institute, and are sponsored by the Telluride Mountain Village Owners Association (TMVOA). Admission is free and there will be a cash bar.
For more information please visit www.telluridescience.org or call Nana Naisbitt, TSRC executive director at 970-708-0004. 

