Doctors Demand Apology: BMJ Medical Error Deaths 'Shoddy' Study

Two Pennsylvania doctors have reacted against a BMJ paper that claimed one third of deaths in the
U.S. are caused by medical errors.
Shyam Sabat, M.D., an associate professor of neuroradiology at Penn State College of Medicine, and
Virginia Hall, M.D., an associate professor of obstetrics and gynaecology at PSU have called for the
journal to retract the paper and apologise to the medical community.
BMJ editors have responded by saying they are standing by the study and have no intention of
retracting it.
The study, which was published in May, indicated that over 250, 000 people die annually in the U.S.
because of medical errors. It was picked up and widely circulated in print, web and social media.
In a blog published by the Pennsylvania Medical Society, Sabat and Hall describe the study as a
“shoddy piece of scientiﬁc and statistical work, which cannot stand the close scrutiny of peer
physician researchers and professional statisticians.”
The basis for this, the physicians say, is the study used the summary of a downplayed Healthgrades
report from 2004 which looked solely at Medicare patients in addition to three small sample size
studies.
See Also: Medical Error US: Third Leading Cause of Death
The mortality rates in Healthgrades data, the doctors write, was applied unilaterally to all U.S.
patients in the BMJ analysis, without correcting for the discrepancy in ages. “How a reputed group
such as the BMJ could not see through these simple but outrageous statistical blunders is anyone's
guess,” they write.
“The authors borrowed the mortality rates from this Medicare population study and applied it to all
U.S. inpatient admissions (all ages from 0-100+ years) without any correction of any form. It is
common knowledge that the Medicare inpatient population is older, sicker and more vulnerable, and
hence will have a higher morbidity and mortality for a given medical error than the general U.S.
population,” write the doctors.
They go on to say that the U.S. medical establishment is being ridiculed the world over for appearing
to be so negligent.
The study has been questioned by other U.S. doctors. The BMJ say they are monitoring responses on
the validity of the study but see no grounds for retracting it.
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