
Diagnosis accuracy : reliable not heroic

Quoted in Boston Globe in ‘What your physician does not know could kill you’
14th July 2002

Genius diagnosticians make great stories, but they don’t make great 
healthcare.  The idea is to make (diagnosis) accuracy  

reliable not heroic ”
Don Berwick MD . President and CEO of the Institute for Healthcare Improvement (IHI), 

Boston, MA.



Why now ?

Diagnosis Decision Support and Diagnosis Quality



DRIVER FOR ADOPTION at Kaiser Permanente :
Diagnostic delays & failures –

significant patient safety & medical-legal challenges
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They represent the 
most frequently seen 
risk case type in our 
organization...

..... which account for 
medical-legal costs** of 
over $380 million from 
2000 – 2004 (n= 856)

Risk cases that occurred between 1/1/2000 to 9/30/2005

Risk cases include:  Sentinel Events/PCEs, Demands for Payment, and Legal Action 
Cases    

** indemnity payouts + total legal costs                        Source:   PPL-RM



CRICO/RMF is the patient safety and medical malpractice insurance company
owned by and serving the Harvard medical community since 1976.



• 109 / 261 [42%] high severity cases alleged a missed 
or delayed diagnosis that impeded treatment &/or 
recovery

• 261 cases - nearly $125 million in actual & potential 
losses. CRICO paid out 479K on average per case

• Missed, delayed, or incorrect diagnoses account for 
approximately 25% of all malpractice cases

• “ Physicians who overly rely on prior diagnoses, 
unconfirmed diagnoses, or intuition are especially 
susceptible to a narrow diagnostic focus that excludes 
appropriate tests and imaging study ”

CRICO 2000-2004
“Diagnosis is at the heart of a quarter of the malpractice cases”



“ In 2008, AHRQ intends to a get better understanding of incidence, 
cost, determinants & strategies for preventing or mitigating 
diagnostic errors

Diagnostic error comprises a notable and costly fraction of all medical 
errors

Diagnostic error encompasses a broad array of factors including 
cognitive, systems, education, training, setting-of-care, disease-
specific, and domain-specific issues. ”

AHRQ puts spotlight on diagnosis error



May 31st & 1st June 2008 – Phoenix, AZ 



IHI puts spotlight on diagnosis error

“You can put a little asterisk here. This is going to be like ‘I 
told you so’ because I bet, in this next year, we are going to 
see a huge focus across the US and around the world on 

diagnostic reliability…studies emerge that are all converging 
on the statistics show us we are not really good at making 

diagnoses - we think we are but we’re not.”



IHI puts spotlight on diagnosis error

“So diagnostic support, I think, is going to be a big focus for 
the year to come…if you want to get ahead of the game 

especially in terms of accreditation and payment, you might 
want to pick this tool up when you go back and start to think 

about the diagnostic process”



IHI puts spotlight on diagnosis error
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