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ABOUT THE STUDY

Patient safety is a critical component of healthcare, aiming to
minimize harm and ensure that patients receive the best possible
care. In primary care settings, safety concerns have typically
revolved around common issues such as diagnostic errors,
medication mismanagement, and care fragmentation. However,
rare and unusual patient safety challenges can also emerge in
primary care, often exacerbated by the setting’s resource
constraints, complexity, and reliance on comprehensive, long-
term care.

Diagnostic errors in rare diseases

In primary care, where clinicians often manage patients with
diverse and nonspecific symptoms, diagnosing rare diseases
presents a unique challenge. Diagnostic errors are common
across healthcare, but the risk is amplified when dealing with
that infrequently encountered or poorly

conditions are

understood.

One issue is that primary care practitioners may not recognize the
early signs of a rare disease due to limited exposure or familiarity.
A delayed diagnosis can result in mismanagement, with patients
undergoing unnecessary treatments or interventions.

Medication safety and rare adverse reactions

Primary care physicians often manage patients’ long-term
medications, including drugs for chronic conditions such as
hypertension or diabetes. Rare Adverse Drug Reactions (ADRs)
present a significant safety challenge in this setting, particularly
when managing polypharmacy. Many rare ADRs are underreported
or not well-documented in clinical trials, leading to a lack of
awareness among physicians. Conditions like Stevens-Johnson
syndrome, an extreme reaction to certain medications, are
difficult to predict and manage in the primary care environment.

Medication reconciliation, the process of reviewing and managing
a patient’s medications during every clinical encounter, is
critical in minimizing the risk of rare ADRs.

Rare infections and immunization gaps

Infections like Lyme disease or tuberculosis are rare in many
regions but still pose risks in primary care, where patients may
present with unusual symptoms. These infections may be
misdiagnosed as more common ailments, such as the flu or
common colds, delaying appropriate treatment.

Vaccination also plays a pivotal role in preventing rare infections,
yet primary care is where immunization gaps can be most profound.
Some patients, particularly those with immunocompromising
conditions, may not receive appropriate vaccines or may experience
reduced vaccine efficacy. Miscommunication or gaps in patient
records can contribute to missed vaccinations or incorrect vaccine
schedules, increasing the risk of preventable infections.

Communication breakdowns in complex care

Rarely discussed but highly impactful are communication errors,
particularly in complex care settings. Primary care physicians
frequently coordinate with specialists to manage patients with
multiple chronic conditions, some of which may be rare or
require specialized interventions. Breakdowns in communication
between primary care providers and specialists can lead to gaps in
care, where critical information about a patient’s condition,
treatment plan, or medication is lost in translation

In cases involving rare diseases or complex, multi-system conditions,
such miscommunications can have serious consequences, including
incorrect diagnoses, inappropriate treatment plans, and increased
patient risk. To combat this, some practices have started using
integrated care platforms, where all members of a patient’s care
team have access to shared EHRs and can communicate directly
through secure messaging systems.

Rare complications from common procedures

Procedures like vaccinations, blood draws, or skin biopsies are
routine in primary care, but even these simple interventions can
lead to rare complications. For instance, a patient may
experience anaphylaxis a severe allergic reaction after receiving a
vaccine, or they may develop an infection at the site of a biopsy.
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Primary care settings are typically less equipped to handle these response protocols, along with stocking essential medications
emergencies than hospital-based environments. This raises like epinephrine, can improve outcomes when these rare
concerns about the preparedness of primary care teams to events occur.

manage rare but serious complications. Training in emergency
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