
Patient safety is one of the nation’s most pressing health care challenges. A 1999 report by the Institute of Medicine 
estimates that as many as 44,000 to 98,000 people die in U.S. hospitals each year as the result of lapses in patient safety. 

This fact sheet tells what you can do to get safer health care.

1	 Ask questions if you have doubts or concerns. 
Ask questions and make sure you understand the 
answers. Choose a doctor you feel comfortable talking 
to. Take a relative or friend with you to help you ask 
questions and understand the answers. 

2	 Keep and bring a list of ALL the medicines you take. 
Give your doctor and pharmacist a list of all the medicines 
that you take, including non-prescription medicines. 
Tell them about any drug allergies you have. Ask about 
side effects and what to avoid while taking the medicine. 
Read the label when you get your medicine, including all 
warnings. Make sure your medicine is what the doctor 
ordered and that you know how to use it. Ask the pharmacist 
about your medicine if it looks different than you expected.

3	 Get the results of any test or procedure. Ask when 
and how you will get the results of tests or procedures. 
Don’t assume the results are fine if you do not get them 
when expected, be it in person, by phone, or by mail. 
Call your doctor and ask for your results. Ask what the 
results mean for your care. 

4	 Talk to your doctor about which hospital is best 
for your health needs. Ask your doctor about which 
hospital has the best care and results for your condition if 
you have more than one hospital to choose from. Be sure 
you understand the instructions you get about follow-up 
care when you leave the hospital. 

5 STEPS TO SAFER HEALTH CARE

5	 Make sure you understand what will happen if 
you need surgery. Make sure you, your doctor, and 
your surgeon all agree on exactly what will be done during 
the operation. Ask your doctor, “Who will manage my 
care when I am in the hospital?” Ask your surgeon: 

Æ	 Exactly what will you be doing? 

Æ	 About how long will it take? 

Æ	 What will happen after the surgery? 

Æ	 How can I expect to feel during recovery? 

This fact sheet was originally developed by the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services in partnership with the American Hospital Association and the 
American Medical Association. 

Source: Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, www.ahrq.gov

Ask questions and make sure  
you understand the answers.  
Choose a doctor you feel  
comfortable talking to.
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For more free resources, 
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QuickTips
For Improving Your Health Care Experience

W E L L N E S S  C O U N C I L  O F  A M E R I C A  P R E S E N T S

The information contained in this medical self-care newsletter can be used to 
increase your personal awareness of how to manage minor health issues. If you 
have any questions or concerns about medical issues impacting you or your family, 
always contact your health care provider.

http://www.welcoa.org

