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Influence of external assessment on quality and safety in 

surgery: a qualitative study of surgeons’ perspectives

Transparency about the occurrence of adverse 

events has been a decades-long governmental 

priority, defining external feedback to healthcare 

providers as a key measure to improving the 

services and reducing the number of adverse events.

Prior research has indicated conflicting results 

related to impact of external assessment on quality 

and patient safety. The existing knowledge about 

external assessment from a surgical professional 

perspective is scarce. 

 

This study aimed to explore surgeons’ positive and 

negative experiences of assessment by external 

bodies, with attention to its impact on transparency, 

reporting and learning from serious adverse events. 

External bodies were defined as external inspection, 

police investigation, the system of patient injury 

compensation and the media. 

The leading research question was: 

How do surgeons experience external 

assessment of serious adverse events?

This is a qualitative interview study on perspectives 

retrieved from 15 surgeons employed at four 

Norwegian university hospitals located in all four 

health regions in Norway.

All participants were subjected to individual 

interviews conducted in Norwegian language, using 

a semi-structured interview guide. 

Content analysis was chosen to reveal, understand 

and organize patterns of meanings. The analysis 

was done inductively and consisted of seven 

analytical steps.
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Four overarching themes were identified, related to influence of external inspection, police investigation, 

patient injury compensation and media publicity, (re) presented by three categories: 

(1) sense of criminalization and reinforcement of guilt, with surgeons being treated as suspects, 

(2) lack of knowledge and competence among external bodies causing and reinforcing a sense of 

clashing cultures between the ‘medical and the outside world’, with minor influence on quality 

improvement,

(3) involving external bodies could stimulate awareness about internal issues of quality and safety, 

depending on the inspectors' relevant competence, knowledge and communication skills.

Figure 1. Pressure on the surgeon after an event.  

This study found that external assessment might 

generate criminalization and scapegoating, 

reinforcing the sense of having medical 

perspectives on one hand and external regulatory 

perspectives on the other, which might hinder 

efforts to improve quality and safety. 

External bodies could, however, inspire useful 

adjustment of internal routines and procedures. 

The study implies that the variety and 

interconnections between external bodies may 

expose the surgeons to challenging pressure. 

Further studies are required to investigate these 

challenges to quality and safety in surgery.
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