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Introduction

Medical errors remain one of the most profound challenges confronting contemporary healthcare systems. The steady rise in
complaints related to such errors in recent years does not necessarily indicate deterioration in the quality of medical care; rather, it
reflects evolving societal attitudes and growing complexity of communication and social interaction between the public and the
healthcare establishment. What renders medical error a distinctly sociological concern is the interplay of multiple consequences and
analytical dimensions it entails. This study aimed to elucidate the process through which patients experienced medical errors and thus
propose a theoretical model of their institutional ramifications. Employing a grounded theory approach and drawing on the theoretical
sensibilities of Giddens, Foucault, and Habermas, the research sought to interpret this experiential process and uncover the social
mechanisms that shaped it. The findings suggested that the encounter with a medical error was not merely an individual or professional
failing; rather, it was embedded within a broader nexus of structural, institutional, and cultural dynamics. Ultimately, this process
culminated in what could be described as the “inversion of the ethical*—a condition in which the foundational ethical principles of
medical practice were progressively overshadowed by organizational, economic, and professional imperatives.

Materials & Methods

This study employed grounded theory, specifically the
systematic approach developed by Strauss and Corbin, to gain
an in-depth understanding of participants' experiences,
processes, and actions. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews, direct observations, and review of
relevant documentation, enabling the identification of

complex patterns and relational dynamics that might not be
evident at a superficial level. The participant sample
comprised 30 individuals, including both patients and their
accompanying companions, who had directly or indirectly
experienced medical errors at healthcare facilities in the city of
Yazd.

* Corresponding author

How to cite: Askari Nodoushn,S., Afrasiabi, H., Javadian, R., & Mazloomi Mahmoodabadi, S. (2027). Moral inversion in the healthcare system: A

sociological analysis of medical error and its institutional

https://doi.org/10.22108/jas.2026.148222.2764

2322-343x | © University of Isfahan

consequences. Journal of Applied Sociology, 38(2), 91-124.

E883

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND/4.0/ License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

d https://doi.org/10.22108/jas.2026.148222.2764


https://doi.org/10.22108/jas.2026.148222.2764
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2322-343X
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.22108/jas.2026.148222.2764
https://jas.ui.ac.ir/?lang=en
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2322-343X
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-5109-0416
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4830-329X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9352-2120
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3301-3305

92

Discussion of Results & Conclusion

Data analysis yielded 11 main categories, which were
organized within the grounded theory paradigm model. The
causal conditions identified included "limitations in medical
human capital”, "institutional inefficiency", and
"disorganization of professional roles", all of which created the
context for the occurrence of medical errors. Contextual and
intervening conditions were also identified, comprising
"citizenship disregard”, "active-passive participation”, and
"irrational choice". In response to these conditions, patients
adopted strategies, such as “crisis self-help”, "identity
reconstruction and repair”, and "self-selected palliation”,
which ultimately led to outcomes including "psychosomatic
erosion" and "socio-economic decline”. Integration of the
categories revealed that all these processes could be explained
within the framework of the core category: the "inversion of
the ethical”. This concept described a situation in which
economic logic, power dynamics, inadequate oversight,
structural inequalities, and professional interests gradually
superseded ethical values, therapeutic justice, and patients'
rights. As a consequence, public trust in the medical institution
eroded, patients' existential security diminished, and feelings
of injustice, social exclusion, and vulnerability were
intensified among them. The research findings further
indicated that patients' encounters with medical errors were not
merely individual reactions, but rather social processes shaped
by the interplay between structure and agency. Accordingly,
reducing medical errors necessitated reforming institutional
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structures, enhancing human capital, strengthening
accountability and transparency, revising professional
training, establishing effective oversight systems, and
reinforcing professional ethics within the healthcare system.
Such measures can pave the way for rebuilding public trust and
improving the overall quality of healthcare services.

Keyword: Medical Error, Role Anomie, Moral Inversion,
Doctor-patient Relationship, Medical Ethics.
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Table 2- Conceptual table of how patients respond to medical errors
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