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What is a “Diagnosis”?
Preliminary diagnosis 
Working diagnosis
Differential diagnosis
Syndrome diagnosis
Etiologic diagnosis
Possible diagnosis
Problem on Problem List
Self limited diagnosis
Ruled-out diagnosis
Computer diagnosis (EKG read)
Deferred diagnosis
Multiple/dual diagnoses
Preclinical diagnosis
Incidental finding

Over-diagnosis

Diagnosis complication
Billing diagnosis
Telephone diagnosis
Postmortem diagnosis
Prenatal diagnosis
Rare diagnosis
Difficult/challenging diagnosis
Undiagnosed disease
Contested diagnosis
Novel diagnosis
Refractory (to Rx) diagnosis
Futile diagnosis (e.g., hospice pt)
Delayed diagnosis







Safer practice can only come 
about from acknowledging the 
potential for error and building 
in error reduction strategies at 
each stage of clinical practice

Lucian Leape
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What 
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Frequency in 583 cases



DEER Taxonomy (continued)

Localizing What 
Went Wrong  

Frequency in 583 cases

Schiff  Arch Intern Med 2009 



What went wrong:  DEER Taxonomy Localization
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Surprise at 1st Dx Error in Med  (DEM) Conference 2008 
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Canvass for 
Your 
Assessmen
t

Van Gogh: Self-Portrait in Front of the Easel

Clinical Documentation – C.Y.A ? 

http://www.vangoghgallery.com/catalog/image/0522/Self-Portrait-in-Front-of-the-Easel.jpg


Canvass for
Your 
Assessmen
t

-Differential Diagnosis
-Weighing Likelihoods
-Etiology 
-Urgency
-Degree of 

certainty



What is a Diagnostic Pitfall?

Clinical situations where 
patterns of, or vulnerabilities 
to errors leading to missed, 
delayed or wrong diagnosis
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• Disease A repeatedly mistaken for Disease B 
• Bipolar disease mistaken for depression 

• Failure to appreciate test/exam limitations
• Pt w/ breast lump and negative mammogram and/or ultrasound

• Atypical presentation 
• Addison’s disease presenting with cognitive difficulties

• Presuming chronic disease accounts for new 
symptoms 
• Lung cancer: failure to pursue new/unresolving pulmonary sx in 

patient with pre-existing COPD
• Overlooking drug, other environmental cause 

• Pancreatitis from drug; carbon monoxide toxicity fail to consider
• Failure to monitor evolving symptom 

• Normal imagining shortly after head injury, but chronic subdural 
hematoma later develops 

GENERIC TYPES of PITFALLS



IOM (NAM) Estimate Wrong??
• Main headline grabber- Every person 1/lifetime

– Least evidence-based figure in report

• Suspect …….underestimate
• 4 Serious Diagnostic Errors Personally  

– DIARRHEA, LOWER ABDOM PAIN APPENDICITIS 
• SALMONELLA FOOD POISONING 

– CHESTPAIN, SOB-MED STUDENT ANXIETY SYNDROME
• 40% LEFT LUNG PNEUMOTHORAX

– FEVER, SOB, ABNL CHEST X-RAY BACT  PNEUNONIA
• CRYTOGENIC ORGANIZING PNEUMONIA (COP) 

– POST EXERCISE FAINTNESSOVER EXERTION
• PSVT (PAROXYMAL SUPRA-VENTRICUAR TACHYCARDIA) 



YOUR EXPERIENCES 



• SUPPLIMENTAL SLIDES 



Schiff et al  JAMA Intern Med 2013 





Diagnostic Situational Awareness Model 
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