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How to know our own complication 
rates (without lying to our patients)

Jt. Comm. J. Qual. Patient Saf. 2006, 32:621-7.

Newsweek (Sept 27, 2010)

440,000 per year!440,000 per year!
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Stahel et al., Patient Saf. Surg. 2017,11:1.

440,000 passengers ~ 1189 Jumbo jets

Extrapolates to three 747 crashes /day

Continuing year by year, in perpetuity?

Stahel et al., Patient Saf. Surg. 2017,11:1.
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1-2%!

Doc, what’s your 
complication rate 

for this procedure?

You can‘t fix 
what you don‘t know!

Denver Ortho QI process (until 2006)

• Voluntary reporting of complications by 
individual providers  

• Bimonthly M&M conference 

• Discuss selected – severe – complications 
and sentinel events exclusively

• Pitfall: Underreporting!
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• Anonymous “real-time“ reporting of any 
suspected adverse ocurrence, including        
no harm and near miss events

• “No fault“ policy for reporting occurrences

• Reports managed by trauma coordinator

• Weekly QA meeting for “real time“ peer-
review of reported occurrences.

Denver Ortho QI process (since 2007)

How to design a “perfect“ QI process?
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(RESPONSIBLE ATTENDING)
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(RESPONSIBLE ATTENDING)
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Examples of M&M loop closure comments:

Stahel PF et al., Am. J. Med. Qual. 2010, 25:398-401.

Stahel PF et al., Am. J. Med. Qual. 2010, 25:398-401.
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How to improve the QI process?

• The search for the “Holy Grail“: Provider-
independent reporting of adverse events. 

• Is the filter of 30-day unplanned 
readmissions a sensitive tool to identify 
postoperative complications?

• Meta-analysis of “clusters“ of specific tracer 
adverse events (e.g. PEs) to modify and 
improve sfaety protocols in orthopedics.

30-day uplanned readmissions

• N=1,474 readmissions of orthopedic 
patients. 

• n=142 orthopedic complications (9.6%)

• n=103 return to OR (ortho QI filter)

• n=39 at risk of falling through ortho QI 
reporting filter (2.6%) 

30-day uplanned readmissions

All 30-day unplanned 
readmissions

Only 2.6% of all ortho complications 
caught by 30-day readmission filter. 

All orthopedic 
complications
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The ultimate conundrum:
Reporting of complications!

Murphy JG et al., Chest 2007, 131:890-6.

www.pssjournal.com

Stahel PF et al., Patient Saf. Surg. 2014, 8:9.
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A pragmatic solution:
Credible leadership & role modeling!

Does anybody have 
any questions for 

my answers ?

philip.stahel@dhha.org


