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How to prevent escalation of 
medical complaints into legal claims?

Introduction

Which factors contribute to the escalation of 

and how can this escalation be prevented? 
Despite highly trained professionals, advanced technology 
and the best intentions, things sometimes go wrong 
in healthcare, resulting in dissatisfied patients or family 

these complaints are handled by complaint experts who 
are able to restore trust and satisfaction. In a growing 
number of cases, however, medical complaints escalate 
into legal claims. Such escalation has a significant 
negative impact on involved parties. Lawsuits are often 
complex, lengthy and costly. Hospitals may experience a 
loss of reputation. Claims and lawsuits negatively impact 
healthcare professionals’ mental and physical well-being. 
They may also have an impact on the quality of care when 
-due to fear of complaints and claims- medical professionals 
treat patients differently to reduce the likelihood of receiving 
a complaint (‘defensive medicine’). Lastly -and most 
importantly- the patient and family suffer when their 
involvement in a lawsuit worsens their emotional distress.
It is therefore in the best interest of all stakeholders to try 
to avoid the escalation of complaints into claims. 

Methods
Literature study found 6 factors potentially influencing 
escalation. After that, qualitative, deductive, practice-
oriented research was conducted, involving semi-
structured interviews with 26 complaint-handling 
experts working in different Dutch hospitals.

Results
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