
Pa ent safety has become a commonly recognized challenge among not only care providers but pa ents throughout 
the world over the last 19 years. Its rise to prominence was spurred by the Ins tute of Medicine’s (now called the Na-

onal Academy of Medicine) landmark report en tled ‘To Err Is Human”. While ini ally, there was a good deal of denial 
in the healthcare industry that the level and frequency of harm to pa ents was not as high as the report contended, 
44,000 to 98,000 annually, there was general agreement that the number by any accoun ng was too high.  More re-
cently, there have been reports that put the annual number of deaths at 250,000 or more making it the 3rd leading 
cause of death in the USA. This increase in the reported number of pa ents harmed may be more a result of the meth-
ods used in the coun ng process rather than an increase in the risk of harm due to care but reinforces the reality that 
the risk is s ll one that can benefit from correc ve ac on. 
 

Obstacles to improvement range from a failure to acknowledge that the problem exists, to who is responsible for estab-
lishing what level of risk is acceptable, to an over-simplis c and superficial perspec ve that seldom goes past the deter-
mina on of proximate cause and implementa on of siloed symptom-based correc ve ac ons.  The failure to rou nely 
take a systems-based approach to the iden fica on of vulnerabili es that place the pa ent at risk and failure to formu-
late and implement correc ve ac ons that address these founda onal vulnerabili es as well as a widespread lack of a 
robust quality assurance process are the principal challenges that the pa ents and healthcare faces today.  
 

The presenta on will iden fy some of the barriers to improvement and poten al approaches to overcome these barri-
ers. 
 
Dr. James P. Bagian is the Director of the Center for Healthcare Engineering and Pa ent Safety and is a Professor in 
the  Department of Anesthesiology in the Medical School and the College of Engineering at the University of Michi-
gan. Previously, he served as the first Director of the VA Na onal Center for Pa ent Safety (NCPS) and the first Chief 
Pa ent Safety Officer for the Department of Veterans Affairs from 1999 to 2010 where he developed numerous pa ent 
safety related tools and programs that have been adopted na onally and interna onally. Dr. Bagian served as a NASA 
astronaut and is a veteran of two Space Shu le missions and was an inves gator of both the Challenger and Columbia 
Space Shu le mishaps. Presently, he is applying systems engineering approaches to the analysis of medical adverse 
events and the development and implementa on of systems-based correc ve ac ons that will enhance pa ent safety 
primarily through preven ve means. He received his B.S. in mechanical engineering from Drexel University and his M.D. 
from Jefferson Medical College at Thomas Jefferson University. He is a Fellow of the Aerospace Medical Associa on, a 
member of the Na onal Academy of Engineering, the Ins tute of Medicine, and has received numerous awards for his 
work in the field of pa ent safety and aerospace medicine.  
 
The seminar series “Providing Be er Healthcare through Systems Engineering” is presented by the U-M Center for 
Healthcare Engineering and Pa ent Safety (CHEPS):  Our mission is to improve the safety and quality of healthcare de-
livery through a mul -disciplinary, systems-engineering approach. 
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