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Introduction

Much of the work on medical error and adverse events is forward-look-
ing. It focuses on how to reduce the risk of future errors and how to make
hospitals safer for future patients. As a moral philosopher interested in
the psychology and ethics of what philosophers have called the “reac-
tive artitudes™ (blame, pride, hurr feelings, gratitude, etc.), my interest
is different. My project is backward-looking, It asks: what kinds of atti-
tades should doctors, patients, and families take toward errors that have
already occurred, and what kinds of interactions should we encourage
between these parties in the wake of harmful mistakes?

It is widely agreed that physicians should disclose professional errors
to patients.' But difficult ethical questions arise once an error has been
disclosed or discovered. What happens next? In this chaptes, | argue thar,
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we should cultivate a culture of blame. The suggestion will strike many
as surprising, even scandalous. After all, the current consensus is just
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Blame and Shame

Some of the resistance 1o blame in bealth care stems from tendency,
boch n the Boeckis bteratre and in everyday life, o confate blame
Wolf pss ic: indicating a “blame culture,” I mean to defend, as Susas
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