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The imperative to doctors of “first, do no harm” does
not seem nowadays to be a simple rule to follow (1).
While the average number of diagnostic tests and
treatment options has increased, newer risks have
been added by the use of these novice treatments and
diagnostic tests. Medical management is responsible
for harming a high proportion of patients (2). In the
United States alone, the number of medical errors
resulting in the death of a patient is estimated to be
up to 98,000 a year, which would make it the eighth
most common cause of mortality (3,4).

Family doctors most commonly perceive their
causes of medical errors to be distraction, hastiness in
completing the diagnostic process, lack of knowledge,
and inadequately aggressive patient management (5).
Doctors who are aware of common causes of medical
errors might be better prepared to face and prevent
them. It should also be borne in mind that even
good, experienced doctors might be involved in seri-
ous medical mistakes (5). In an effort to understand
the phenomenon of physician error, we examined a
small sample of Turkish family medicine residents’
perceptions and attitudes towards medical errors.

Family medicine residents working in three
education and research hospitals in Ankara, Turkey,
were asked to participate in this study. Thirty-five out
of 51 (68%) answered the anonymous questionnaire.
The study questionnaire consisted of 12 questions
concerning medical errors and the socio-demographic
data of respondents. Free-text questions were analysed
qualitatively for common themes.

The mean age of the participants was 35.3 years
(SD 3.71, range 2643 years). Sixteen residents were
female, and 19 were male. Participants graduated

from medical school 6 (2-22) years prior, and had
been working as physicians for 6.0 (1-21) years.

Responses to the questionnaire revealed the fol-
lowing results. Medical errors can sometimes (score 3
[range 1-5]) occur during daily clinical practice.
Maltreatment (n=3, 8.6%), misdiagnosis (3, 8.6%),
and inappropriate drug dose (1, 2.9%) were stated
as possible medical errors. Medical errors could be
prevented with education (7, 20%), by being careful
(3, 8.6%), by control (2, 5.8%), and by investment
(1, 2.9%). Moreover, the perceptions of respondents
revealed the following results. Medical errors some-
times (3 [1-5]) affect daily life. Medical errors are
serious problems that sometimes threaten patients’
lives (3 [1-5]). Respondents would mostly (4 [1-5])
inform authorities about a medical error (Figure 1).
One (2.9%) resident stated that the type of medical
error he was involved in concerned inappropriate
drug dose (hypoglycaemia).

High-quality healthcare requires a lower number
of medical errors and an increase in patient safety (6).
On the other hand, a culture of blame hinders appro-
priate reporting of doctors’ medical errors (7). Doctors
need to be more open to criticism and to communi-
cate their mistakes. Residents need to be motivated to
report medical error sources. As a consequence, we
believe this will reduce the number of incidents (1).

The main causes of adverse events are reported
to be due to operative errors, drug treatment, proce-
dural interventions, and diagnosis (7). In our study,
family medicine residents reported that misdiagno-
sis, maltreatment, and inappropriate drug use are
the main causes of medical error. Drugs remain a
major source of error in our study. Possible drug
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Figure 1. Family medicine residents’ perceptions regarding medical
errors. Perception 1 (P1): medical errors affect daily life; P2: medical
errors are serious problems that threaten patients’ lives; P3: I would
inform the authorities immediately if I caused a medical error.
Scores: 5=always; 4 =mostly; 3 =sometimes; 2 =rarely; 1 =never.

interactions and incorrect dosages of drugs were
stated as a main problem. Errors in diagnosis could
be minimized by better training and wider use of
protocols and algorithms.

In conclusion, in Turkey, more emphasis should
be given to the prevention of medical errors in resi-
dency. Building a relationship of trust and confidence
with residents and protecting potential “whistle-
blowers” might also help better train residents to
prevent medical errors.
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