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Safety is central to healthcare quality. It means

avoiding medical error and eliminating 

unnecessary risk to patients. 

In NSW between 1 July and 31 December 2009,

healthcare staff made 64,767 clinical incident

notifications to the Incident Management System.

The most frequently reported incidents were for 

falls (13,137), issues associated with medication 

and intravenous fluids (10,793) and clinical 

management (10,082). The rate of serious 

incidents reported was 0.10 per 1,000 bed days

– or 0.04% of all admissions.1 The rate of 

reported incidents increased from 14.6 per                    

1,000 bed days in 2005–06 to 19.6 in 2008–09.2 

Such reported incident data should be 

interpreted with care. While an increase in the 

rate of adverse events may seem to suggest 

deteriorating quality, it might actually represent 

an improvement culture. There may be greater 

willingness to report adverse events within a 

'safety culture' where people see opportunities 

to learn from and prevent future incidents.               

This, rather than a true increase in the incidence of

adverse events, may be behind the higher numbers.

Survey data give a patient-eye view of safety 

incidents and processes in place to prevent 

them. In providing these data, however, patients 

may not have all the information needed to 

determine whether there has been a safety 

incident in their care. For example, they may be 

unaware of some errors, or may assume errors     

in situations with a poor medical outcome, when 

in fact no mistake was made.

This chapter covers:

•	 Patient-reported safety incidents 

•	 Patient reports of medication errors

•	 Communication processes designed 

to improve safety.

Safety                                             
Essential for quality and high performance

‘Sicker adults’ refers to people who 

are likely to have had significant direct 

experience of the healthcare system in 

the recent past. It includes people who 

met at least one of the following criteria:

•	 Described their overall health as                              

fair or poor

•	 Received medical care in the 

previous year for a serious or 

chronic illness, injury or disability

•	 Had been hospitalised in the 

previous two years (for any                  

reason other than childbirth)

•	 Had surgery in the previous                            

two years.
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How well does NSW perform?

What we learnt about NSW
NSW performed                  

better than*:
NSW performed                

worse than*:

Over six in 10 sicker adults (65%) had 

their medications reviewed and discussed                    

with them in the past year
 

Netherlands

Sweden

France

Norway

United Kingdom

 Switzerland

Seven in 10 sicker adults (70%) who were 

hospitalised or had surgery received a             

written plan for their care after discharge

 

Netherlands

Norway

Switzerland

United Kingdom

United States

Around one in 10 of hospitalised sicker adults 

(13%) developed an infection during or shortly 

after their surgery or hospital stay

 No countries United States

Around one in 10 hospitalised sicker adults 

(9%) visited the ED or were readmitted to a 

hospital within a month of discharge as a 

result of complications that occurred during 

their recovery

 No countries Germany

Just over two in 10 sicker adults (21%) think                                     

a medical mistake, medication error or 

incorrect test result occurred in their care                  

in the past two years

No countries 

United Kingdom

Switzerland

France

 *  Statistical analyses suggest that NSW results were truly different from those in the countries indicated.
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Safety is often measured in terms of ‘adverse 

events’, which refer to incidents where healthcare 

treatment results in harm. Adverse events include 

infections, medication problems and falls that 

cause injuries. 

Among NSW sicker adults who had surgery 

or were hospitalised in the past two years,                    

one in 10 (13%) reported developing an infection 

during or shortly after their hospital stay. The NSW 

result was similar to most other countries 

surveyed, except the United States which almost 

certainly had a lower patient-reported infection 

rate (Figure 4.1). 

Managing for safety: Outcomes 
One in five sicker adults reports a safety incident in their care

In 2011, one in five sicker adults (21%) in NSW 

reported a medical mistake, medication error,

or incorrect lab result had occurred in their care 

in the past two years. The United Kingdom, 

Switzerland and France recorded fewer                                 

mistakes or errors (Figure 4.2). 

High readmission rates following surgery or 

hospitalisation can be an indicator of premature 

or inappropriate discharge, or inadequate levels 

of community and primary follow-up care. 

Patient-reported readmission rates in NSW were 

comparable to those in other countries surveyed, 

except Germany which had rates that statistical 

analyses indicate were lower (Figure 4.3).

% of sicker adults who had surgery or were hospitalised in preceding two years
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New South Wales 8713 1

Netherlands 8811 1

New Zealand 8712 1

France 92 18

Canada 909 1

Sweden 918 2

Switzerland 919

United Kingdom 8910

Australia 9010 1

Germany 909 2

Norway 8910 1

United States 94 15

Yes No Not sure / Decline to answer

Figure 4.1: Survey 2011 Did you develop an infection during or shortly after your hospital                                
stay or surgery?Ω

(Ω) The Commonwealth Fund’s 2011 International Survey of Sicker Adults in Eleven Countries (fair / poor self-rated health OR 
chronic condition OR hospitalised or had surgery in previous two years). Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding,             

             estimate almost certainly higher than NSW;    estimate almost certainly lower than NSW.
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% of sicker adults
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Sweden 8020
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Canada 7921

Australia 8119

Netherlands 8020

New Zealand 7822

United Kingdom 928

Switzerland 919

France 8713

Yes to any No

Figure 4.2: Survey 2011 In the past two years, do you believe any of the following occurred:                                      
a medical mistake or medication error or incorrect test result?Ω

% of sicker adults who had surgery or were hospitalised in preceding two years
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France 926 2

United Kingdom 8712

United States 8811 1

Netherlands 8911
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New Zealand 8811 1

Sweden 8910 1

Germany 94 15

Yes, readmitted to hospital or ED or both Had no complication / No

Not sure / Declined to answer

Figure 4.3: Survey 2011 After you were discharged, were you readmitted to a hospital or                       
did you have to go to an ED within a month as a result of complications that                      
occurred during your recovery?Ω
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Medicines are the most commonly provided 

healthcare treatment and are associated with a 

higher incidence of errors and adverse events than

other interventions.3 Many medication-related 

adverse events are potentially avoidable.

In 2011, 5% of sicker adults in NSW said they          

had been given the wrong medicine or wrong 

dose either at a pharmacy or while hospitalised    

in the past two years (Figure 4.4). 

Most NSW sicker adults (75%) reported taking 

one or more prescription medications. Almost 

one in 10 (8%) of this group reported a negative 

reaction to a medicine in the past two years that 

resulted in them going to hospital (data not shown).

Managing for safety: Medications
Most sicker adults received information about safe use of medicines

To minimise adverse medication events, patients 

taking prescription medicine should be given 

an up-to-date list of their medications and be 

provided with information about appropriate use 

and potential side effects. 

In 2011, more than six in 10 NSW sicker adults (65%)

reported having their medications reviewed in the 

past year. NSW does significantly better than four 

countries, but not as well as the United Kingdom 

and Switzerland (Figure 4.5). More than six in 10 

(66%) were given a written list of their prescribed 

medications (Figure 4.6).

% of sicker adults
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Switzerland 97 12

Yes No Not sure / Decline to answer

Figure 4.4: Survey 2011 In the past two years, have you ever been given the wrong medicine                 
or wrong dose at a pharmacy or while hospitalised?Ω

(Ω) The Commonwealth Fund’s 2011 International Survey of Sicker Adults in Eleven Countries (fair / poor self-rated health OR 
chronic condition OR hospitalised or had surgery in previous two years). Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding,             

             estimate almost certainly higher than NSW;    estimate almost certainly lower than NSW.
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% of sicker adults who were taking prescription medication
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Switzerland 127
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Figure 4.5: Survey 2011 In the past year, has a pharmacist or any doctor reviewed and               
discussed all the different medicines you are using?Ω

% of sicker adults who were taking two or more prescription medications
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Figure 4.6: Survey 2011 Do you have a written list of all the medications you are currently taking?Ω
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High-quality healthcare requires clear and 

effective communication between healthcare 

professionals, their patients and carers.                    

For patients, verbal and written health information 

improves both knowledge and satisfaction.4

In 2011, most (70%) NSW sicker adults who were 

hospitalised or had surgery in the previous two 

years were given a written plan for care after 

discharge. NSW did better than the Netherlands, 

Norway and Sweden on this measure, but was 

outperformed by the United States and the 

United Kingdom (Figure 4.7).

Almost one in 10 sicker NSW adults (8%) who 

had a diagnostic test experienced delays in being 

notified about abnormal test results (Figure 4.8). 

Almost one in 20 (4%) of those who had a test said

they were given incorrect results (data not shown).

One in six NSW sicker adults (15%) reported 

occasions when healthcare professionals 

had failed to share with each other important 

information about their medical history or 

treatment (Figure 4.9). 

Managing for safety: Communication processes 
One in four hospitalised patients were not given post-discharge 
care plans

% of sicker adults hospitalised or had surgery in preceding two years
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Figure 4.7: Survey 2011 After hospitalisation or surgery, did the hospital staff provide you with                
a written plan for your care after discharge?Ω

(Ω) The Commonwealth Fund’s 2011 International Survey of Sicker Adults in Eleven Countries (fair / poor self-rated health OR 
chronic condition OR hospitalised or had surgery in previous two years). Percentages may not add up to 100 due to rounding,             

             estimate almost certainly higher than NSW;    estimate almost certainly lower than NSW.
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% of sicker adults who had diagnostic or lab test
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Figure 4.8: Survey 2011 In the past two years, have you experienced delays in being notified 
about abnormal test results?Ω

% of sicker adults who saw more than one doctor or healthcare professional
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New South Wales 81 415

United States 77 617

France 83 313

Canada 81 514
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Figure 4.9: Survey 2011 In the past two years, was there ever a time when doctors or other 
healthcare professionals failed to share important information about your medical 
history or treatment with each other?Ω




