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Unnecessary Healthcare Services
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DM: A Driver for Unnecessary Health Services
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Definition of DM  

Unnecessary Interventions

Defensive 
motivations

Competing 
financial 
interests

Other factors 
such as 

insufficient 
proficiency

Positive DM: actions taken by physicians that lack medical necessity and 
offer no meaningful benefits to the patient

Negative DM: abstaining from usually high-risk procedures that are 
medically warranted and could benefit the patient
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Interviewing 43 informant stakeholders

Examples
Underlying 

factors
Potential 
solutions



2020
2021

777
Ehsan Shamsi Gooshki,  AABHL Conference,  Dec 2024

Main findings of qualitative study

❖ Motivations and drivers of defensive behaviours are beyond fear 

of legal litigations (avowing colleagues’ blame, patients’ violence 

or damage to reputations).

❖ Penetration of defensive considerations even in educational 

material, guidelines and textbooks.

❖ Defensive practices becoming a routine

❖  A defensive approach impacts physicians beyond their daily 

practice and their decisions on the field and type of practice. 

(Selecting less-challenging specialties and shifting the field of 

practice toward less challenging interventions)
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In addition to infamous examples such as unnecessary 

imaging and lab tests: 

❖ Exaggerating about the seriousness of 

patients’ health conditions to manage 

expectations

❖ Avoiding patients with a higher risk of 

litigations such as celebrities, lawyers

❖ Unnecessary ICU admissions

❖ Requesting multiple consultations as a kind 

of negative DM while in literature it is more 

reported as a positive defensive practice



The National Survey
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Sample representativeness test: sex
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Sample representativeness test: age distribution
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Sample representativeness test: years of practice
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Sample representativeness test: specialty
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Attitude: is DM moral/right?
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Is DM moral/right? answers by age
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Is DM moral/right? answers by specialty
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DM and choosing the field of practice
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Attitude toward defensive medicine: specialty
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Attitude toward defensive medicine: comparison
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S1. I consider it moral to take defensive measures.

S2. Physicians have the right to take defensive measures.

S3. One of my criteria for selecting the field was avoiding complaints and tensions.

S4. If I were to select my field again, I would select another field for defensive reasons
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Motivations and drivers for defensive practice
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Practising defensive medicine in recent 12 months
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Frequent practice of DM in recent 12 months
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Practice of defensive medicine: age

Ehsan Shamsi Gooshki,  AABHL Conference,  Dec 2024



2020
2021

272727

Frequent defensive practice: specialty 
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Defensive practice: referral for lab tests
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Defensive practice: prolonging hospitalization
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Defensive practice: referral for consultation
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Defensive practice: referral for imaging
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Defensive practice: Exaggerating condition
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Defensive practice: Comparison
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Concluding point
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❖High prevalence of defensive behaviours

❖High prevalence of negative DM which could be morally 

more contentious because it could impose direct harm to 

patients. 

❖ Physicians’ attitude on the moral justifiability of DM even 

in the case of negative.

❖Correlation between attitude and practice of DM.
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Iranian Medical Professionals’ Bill of Rights: 2021

The right for legal support 
by the Medical Council

The right to a respectful 
litigation process

The right to a timely 
litigation and evaluation 
process

The right to be culturally 
prepared  sensitivities for  
mandatory service

The right to quality ME & 
CME

The IMC’ commitment for 
publishing analytical repost 
of frequent medical errors 
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The resulting policy-brief
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