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Deaths in EMER

December 2012 – November 2016

Database search of 324 cases 

for death, died, CPR, mortality, 

coroner

56 found

42 deaths analysed
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14 

excluded 

as patient 

survived



Deaths in EMER
• 42 of 324  incidents entered (12.3%)

• 38 were at an Australian Public Hospitals

• 19 were Triage Category 1 or 2 (45.2%)

• 15 patients were female (36%), 27 were male (64%)
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Triage Category
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Age
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“At what stage of the patient’s 

journey was the event detected?
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Diagnosis

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

Other

Tension PTX

ICH / SDH

Bowel ischaemia / Rupture

Meningitis

MI

Cardiac arrest NOS

Trauma

Sepsis
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Category
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Diagnostic Error

• Chest pain – 5
o ACS 

o Aortic dissection 

o PE 

• Sepsis - 3

• Meningitis - 3
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Investigations

• Delay to investigations eg CT

• Delay to reporting

• Follow-up of test results (after patient has left ED)
o 2 x results indicating possibility of  malignancy
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Airway Management

• Oesophageal intubations x 2

• Failure to recognise complications
o Tension pneumothorax

o Misplaced NGT
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There are lessons to be learnt from 
medical errors and patient deaths.

• EMER provides the opportunity to collect incidents, 

which, after analysis and reporting, can be used to 

improve patient safety in your ED.  
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Recommendations

1. Learn from EMER (other’s mistakes)

2. Safe guard high risk areas
1. Diagnosis of chest pain, sepsis, meningitis

2. Follow-up of tests results

3. Time to imaging and time to report

4. Airway management 

3. Contribute to EMER’s database to ensure future 

learning for all
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Chest pain diagnosis
case study

Details available at 
http://www.courts.qld.gov.au/courts/coroners-court/findings

All coroner’s reports referred to ACEM are entered into 
EMER
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Case Study

http://www.courts.qld.gov.au/courts/coroners-court/findings


ED Details

• 55 year old male

• Triage cat 3

• Arrival 19.00
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Clinical Presentation

• Sudden onset chest pain (rated 8/10), dizziness, 

“numb from waist down” while at gym

• Ambulance called  - ECG and bilateral BPs done

• On arrival to ED:  Ongoing buttock pain and leg 

weakness. No further chest pain.  
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What happened?

• Patient in distress with pain

• IV analgesia given

• Minimal history taken

• Limb examination only 

• CT lumbar spine ordered

• Ambulance notes lost…
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What happened?
• Dr reviewed patient (approx. 2 hours after arrival) 

and attempted to get history of chest pain, patient 

was “quite dismissive”

• CT lumbar completed and was normal

• Able to convince patient to have blood tests, and 

to see GP next day for results.  ECG done.  
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What happened?
• Ongoing back pain but able to mobilise

• Patient left ED

• Friend offered to take to another nearby ED but 

patient declined.  
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What happened?

• Patient found deceased the next day

• D-dimer positive 

• Autopsy showed aortic dissection
o Aortic root to left common iliac artery

o Inflammation at initial tear indicates time between aortic tear and death

o Haemopericardium caused death
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Contributing factors

• No ambulance notes / handover available

• Patient placed in fast track bay

• Full history and examination not done

• Early closure to “back pain” diagnosis

• Patient left prior to pathology results available
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How could the incident have 

been prevented?

• Ambulance notes and handover available to ED 

doctor and nurse

• Full assessment by ED doctor

• Avoid early closure to benign diagnosis

• Patient presenting to another ED as suggested by 

friend

• Recall after d-dimer result positive
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Coroner’s report

• Comments from patient while in ED

Patient called friend and family member and was not 

happy with ED treatment, and arranged to be picked 

up

• “doctor only saw me for 10 seconds”

• “not happy with the service”

• “massive pain”

• “someone please help me” 
(when in a corridor in severe pain)
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EM is risky business…
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FAQ
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How to we share EMER’s information?

• ACEM Bulletin

• EMA, BMJ

• Conferences – ASM, ICEM, SMACC, IFSQH etc

• Site champions network, EMER newsletters

• Twitter - Follow us @EmergMedER

• Hospital education sessions

• Patient Safety Alerts
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@doctor__dora

kim.hansen@health.qld.gov.au

• Visit us at emer.org.au

• Follow us @EmergMedER

• Email us emer@acem.org.au
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