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A data system tracking inju­
ries suffered by patients having 
gall bladder surgery is vague, 
confusing and should be re­
vamped. a new study says. 

"The recording of these 
things is really flawed and it's 
got to be cleaned up.'' says Dr. 
Bryce Taylor. a University of 
Toronto professor of surgery 
and author of a study published 
todav in the Canadian Medical 
A.'is~ciation loll mal. 

He examined medical re­
cords made available bv 1~ 
hospitals and found that-high 
injury rates previously repon­
ed resulted from a flawed 
tracking system. 

Codes used by hospitals to 
record injuries can be inter­
preted in so loose and subjec­
tive a way that the precise bile 
duct injury rate remains un­
clear. Taylor says. "The prob­
lem lies in bad codes." 

Intense debate. in academic 
circles and the media. has cen­
tred on injuries occurring in 
keyhole surgery. in which due­
tors remove a gall bladder 
through tiny incisions. using a 
video monitor to guide their 
instruments. 

·(her-all. om 
prm·in<"e"s results 
sl;H'k 11p against 
a 11 \"<Jilt' 's · 

Tm·iur concludes that the 
risk of major bile duct injury 
from a keyhole procedure is 
unlikely to be higher than in 
open surgery. where ducturs 
remo\·e the gall bladder 
through a wide incision in the 
abdumen. 

"On·r-all. uur province's re­
sults st~Ick up against any­
one's ... h~ said in an inten·iew 
,·ester·dav. 
· Earlier: studies. based on cod­
ed hospital d~Hi! kept at theCa­
n<Jdi:m Jn,titl'tc for He:IIth lr:-

'"t 
to measure and compare the t_ 
quality of hospitals. Dr. Johnl 
1\larshall. chief of staff at -
Kingston General Hospital. ~ 
writes in an editorial accompa- C) 
nyingTaylor's study -"" 

The idea of issuing institu-~ 
tiona! ··,corecards" was en­
dorsed by the Ontario Hospital • 
Association. But if such rank- )U 
ings are to ha,·e an,· relevance _f' 
the\· mu>t be based on solid in-
formation. i\larshall writes. -n 

All 21 hospitals identified by ~ 
The Star re-examined records 
of patients who underv.•ent rl)> 
keyhole gall bladder surgery~~ 
from 1991 to 1995. and 18 cen-
tres were willing to share de­
tailed information for a studv, 
Tavlor writes. None of the hos­
pitals is named in his research. 

Since an in-depth review of 
all 480 gall bladder complica­
tions reported at these centres 
would have been a huge under­
taking. he asked to see detailed 
records on everv case de­
scribed by the hospitals as in­
volving "major" complications. 
There were 2-! of these and 
Taylor found that patients had 
suffered harm in ever• case. 

To assess the damage caused 
by "minor" complications -
the \·ast maj01ity - Taylor 
asked hospitals tu deliver a ran­
dom sample, representing one­
sixth of their minor cases, for 
detailed review. He found that. 
of the 80 minor bile duct com­
plications he examined, only 
four actually made a difference 
in patient outcomes. 

"It can be safelv assumed 
that such problem's were in­
deed inconsequential because 
the length of stay (in the hospi­
tal) for all these patients was 
one or two davs." he \vrites. 

Interpreting such minor 
cases as injuries results in high 
complication rates that are 
"suspect" on close examina­
tion. Tav!on,·rites. 

A lim-itation of Tavlor's find­
ing i'> that participating hospi­
tals weren't g~\·en detailed in­
structions on exact!': how their 
random sampling 'was to be 
dnne. he notes. 

"It is therefore possible that 
they did not :>elect the records 
randomlv and mav have held 
back records thin revealed 
complicatiuns that I would 
have d~bv:d a-; clinically rele-



~tftpr~t~f.010~ij11J.if~ijp~;· ..... 
p>ress cpuq~tl~flod~r 
But paper should 
have gone further·.· •. 
after statistics 
proved tlawed 

·:: .. 

' Riverside Hospital, Ottawa; article agreeing that relevant 
The Star acted properly in ; Royal Victoria. Barrie; St Jo- ~harts had shown there were · 

apologizing once it realized · ·; seph's, London; St Joseph's no bile duct itijuries there dur­
that~tdtistics it published reh1t· •· .. Brantford; Stratforo General; ingthe period in question~ 
ingto gallbladder surgery inju- · ,:su:nnybrook Health Science In October, 1998. The Star 
rieswere flawed, the Ontario· ::Centre, Torortto; Toronto Ea">t published a colwnn written by 
PressCouncilhasruled. ·,General Orthopaedic; Trenton its ombudsman which said he 

Prior warnings about the sta- . ::Memorial; Weiland . County believed the statistics purport­
tisti<.'S "were inadequate to: .:General; Wellesley Hospitalj ing to show that 21 Ontario 
ptiJmpt the writer to abandon; ::Toronto; Wingham and District hospitals bad reported 

=~~~lf1l,.;Jf<l'~~ aa~n
1

nti1ii'llilr 
broughtbytheOntarioMedicaJ ation co· :. . · :that:}flj~'T<>• l:ilowthen!toh~11." 

~'"S"~·Et:-=r~·•m; ~l~~~:;~~~e 
ffi{lTe identified the hospitals tJ:ue inci4eii\¥~f bile c!tt;finju,~ '\yl-\Y ofc~!~pWmg l'~f 

;::~.:;;;;::J!:~ $i€il0 i~~ru~:~· ·•·•. 
to remove ga.llbladder from 1991 to 1995 had suffered ombudsman's apology and . 

slashed bile ducts and acciden~ comment from The Star's ' · 
tal puncttu·es while undergoing aging editor saying 

The 1997 article headlined the surgical procedure. ry the surgeons got 
"The low-scar surgery with The OMA maintained The the same trap we did, "was an 
high risk," sparked the com- Star had been warned that the acceptable way of showing 
plaint by Dr . .John Gray, rhen .·statistics were flawed, but the readers that the newspaper re­
president otthe OMA. Ontario Press Council, noting gcetted having relied on what 

It related lo keyhole surgery the data came from the provin- turned out to be flawed statis­
to t-emove the gallbladder, ciaJ Ministry of Health, is not tics. But it regards as a signifi­
which is pert'onned through a convinced that warnings were cant omission the absence 
small incision in the ahdmnen. sufficiently preciore to prompt from the colwnn of 

';It< also led to a libel suit \:the writer npt to proceed with of the 20 '!.I wspit;~··•·Yll:l~~t'll 
aglii~t the newspaper by sure;;jt~j¢story; .•. •.. .: ·' : 
g~ns at Markham-Stouffvill~%:(<('0It notes that The Star pub-.. 
H~spital, oneof2I bospitatsfof.i''llS~d every letter it i'eceivett 

~~ .::~~:;.., "~~rl .~~~:!· .. ~t~P.~~~i.~.~.?~?El~~; 
Which detailed stanstJtcswe.re 
published in the original article 
and uphbld.S the complmot on 
+.J,;.~; .. - .... !_ .. -...... .::.____ ·.-:. -


