
MEASUREMENT OF DIAGNOSTIC 
ERRORS IS THE FIRST STEP TO 
IMPROVEMENT 

HARDEEP SINGH, MD, MPH
HOUSTON VA CENTER FOR INNOVATIONS IN QUALITY, 
EFFECTIVENESS & SAFETY
MICHAEL E. DEBAKEY VA MEDICAL CENTER
BAYLOR COLLEGE OF MEDICINE
Twitter: @HardeepSinghMD

1



Current Landscape & Why Little Progress

 “Basic Science” at the confluence of cognitive 
science, informatics, human factors, social 
science, & the ‘art’ of medicine

 Experts still debating definition of “diagnosis” 
 lack of standards for most “diagnosis” concepts

 Operational definitions of diagnostic error 
harder & especially with evolving diagnosis 
 Uncertainty at play; not always black & white

Singh H Jt Comm J Qual Saf 2014; Zwaan & Singh Diagnosis 2015



Safer Dx Measurement Framework
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Singh & Sittig BMJQS 2015



Time Ripe for Retrospective Measurements

 Signals from administrative data are weaker 
 If validated, could provide clues on possible 

missed opportunities that warrant additional 
clinical evaluation

 Stronger signals to bolster error measurement 
 Review high-risk cohorts (cancer ~ 1/3rd delays)
 Triggered record reviews (e.g. unexpected 

hospitalization post PCP/ED visit)
 Reports from providers or patients 
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Singh et al Am J Gastro 2009; Singh et al JCO 2010 Singh et al Arch IM 2012
Singh et al BMJQS 2011Singh et al JAMA IM 2012; Singh and Sittig BMJQS 2015; Singh et al Peds 2010



Approach Diagnostic “Error” as Diagnostic “Safety”
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Being Realistic About Future Progress
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 Measurement ready for QI, learning & 
research purpose but not for public reporting, 
performance measurement or penalties

 Push ‘basic science’ ahead in next 10 years
 Engage providers & patients 
 Health care organizations must step up efforts 
 Good data, standards and operational definitions
 Measure ‘harm’, ‘safety’, ‘reliability’, ‘uncertainty’
 Measurement ---> feedback & learning

Singh & Sittig BMJQS 2015
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