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Is there an Upside to Professional Liability Claims?

Connie Christian, MBA, CPHRM
Facility Risk Management and Patient Safety Advisor

Is there an upside to medical malpractice liability
claims? For providers and organizations in the midst
of a claim, the answer is often an unequivocal no.
These events are stressful, personal, and emotion-
ally charged, particularly when the care provided was
thoughtful and appropriate.

Yet, when healthcare professionals step back from
the immediate experience of litigation, professional
liability claims can surface system-level vulnerabilities
and opportunities for improvement that may ultimately
strengthen patient safety and clinical practice.

How Professional Liability Claims
Can Drive Improvement

Even for healthcare professionals who have never
faced a professional liability claim, reviewing trends
from liability cases can offer valuable insight. Identi-
fying potential vulnerabilities before an adverse event
occurs is, in itself, an upside.

Some ways in which professional liability claims
may positively impact the daily practice of medical
professionals include the following.

Identifying System Failures

Claims may uncover patterns of repeated errors
or process breakdowns that have not been fully
addressed. When a claim arises, it can expose system-
level weaknesses that require change to prevent future
incidents and adverse outcomes.

Encouraging Transparency and Accountability

Professional liability claims can prompt organizations to
adopt a culture of accountability, ultimately benefiting
patient safety and supporting psychological safety for
those involved in an incident. In an ideal environment,
providers and staff feel supported in reporting errors
and taking immediate corrective action. Fear of litiga-
tion or reputational damage, however, can discourage
transparency. By prioritizing honesty and openness

when errors occur, organizations can implement
policies that encourage early reporting and address
issues before they result in patient harm.

Promoting Best Practices and Standards of Care
Claims may reveal instances when accepted standards
of care were not met. While difficult, these findings
can serve as a catalyst for reinforcing best practices
across an organization. Establishing and consistently
promoting high standards of care motivates healthcare
professionals and supports patient safety.

Providing Ongoing Training and Education
Professional liability claims may reveal gaps in
knowledge, skills, or training among providers, nurses,
and support staff. Ensuring all healthcare profes-
sionals across the organization have the appropriate
education and training required to meet the standard of
care set by the organization and profession enhances
patient safety.

Promoting Effective Communication
Miscommunication is a common contributing factor
in professional liability claims. Clear and effective
communication between healthcare providers and
their patients is essential in reducing errors and
adverse outcomes. Providers who prioritize communi-
cation are better equipped to prevent medical errors
and set a strong example for their colleagues and
team members.

Incentivizing Safety Improvements

Professional liability claims can be costly to healthcare
facilities and practices. This financial impact can serve
as a strong incentive to invest in patient safety initia-
tives, risk mitigation strategies, and quality improve-
ment efforts that reduce the likelihood of future claims.

Embracing a Culture of Safety
A strong culture of safety can significantly reduce
professional liability claims. Healthcare facilities,
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practices, and professionals that encourage error
reporting, support staff involved in adverse events, and
focus on systemic improvements rather than individual
blame are better positioned to prevent harm and
improve patient outcomes.

Conclusion

Professional liability claims can provide valuable
insight for organizations willing to learn from them. By
addressing identified risks and implementing proactive
changes, healthcare providers and facilities can
advance patient safety and, ultimately, find the upside
to professional liability claims.
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