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“Medical Errors Rank Third as Cause of Death” 

For decades, I have alerted patients to the dangers associated with powerful 

medications and with mistakes made in hospitals. Previously, estimates were that 

drugs kill about 106,000 annually in the U.S. and hospital mistakes added about 

another 100,000 deaths. A new in depth report has been published by Dr. Martin 

Makary, MD, MPH, professor of surgery, and research fellow Michael Daniel, 

from Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, which found medical error is 

the third leading cause of death in America, following heart disease and cancer. 

Makary’s study was published in the British Medical Journal. Routinely, accurate, 

transparent information about errors is not captured on death certificates, which 

are the documents the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and are 

used for ranking causes of death and setting health priorities. Death certificates 

depend on International Classification of Diseases (ICD) codes for cause of death, 

so causes such as human and system errors are not recorded on them. Makary’s 

study calls for better reporting to help capture the scale of the problem and create 

strategies for reducing it. Makary said, “Right now, cancer and heart disease get a 

ton of attention, but since medical errors don't appear on the list, the problem 

doesn't get the funding and attention it deserves." Investigators extrapolated 

information, based on 35,416,020 hospitalizations, and found 251,454 deaths 

stemmed from a medical error. That translates to 9.5% of all deaths each year in 

the US and puts medical error above the previous third-leading cause, respiratory 

disease. These new estimates are significantly higher than those in the 1999 

Institute of Medicine report, "To Err Is Human." Jim Rickert, MD, an orthopedist 

in Bedford, Indiana, and president of the Society for Patient Centered Orthopedics, 

told Medscape Medical News he was not surprised the errors came in at number 3 

and that even those calculations don't tell the whole story. "That doesn't even 

include doctors' offices and ambulatory care centers," he notes. "That's only 

inpatient hospitalization resulting in errors." "I think most people underestimate 

the risk of error when they seek medical care," Rickett said. The investigators 

concluded, “Human error is inevitable, but we can better measure the problem to 

design safer systems mitigating its frequency, visibility, and consequences.” They 

added, most errors aren't caused by bad doctors but by systemic failures and 

should not be addressed with punishment or legal action. 

 

In the America that I love, we realize that, as Americans, we pay the most 

for healthcare and we rank way down the list of countries that are the healthiest 

and live the longest.  Even worse, in Louisiana, we pay the most for healthcare and 

get the least in America. We must strive to correct this unacceptable situation. 
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