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Error in diagnosis (IOM) 
 
 
The failure to: 
 
(a) establish an accurate and timely 
explanation of the patient’s health problem(s)  
 
or  
 
(b) communicate that explanation to the 
patient. 



How many of you have experienced such 
an error? 



Some numbers 
 
 
5-15% annually 
 
>12 million each year 
 
Life-time risk near certain 



Why should we care now? 



Errors in diagnosis have increasingly 
larger clinical consequences 

Source: Messerli et al., NEJM 



Failure to diagnose HIV has different 
implications now 
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In addition to larger clinical 
consequences, there are larger cost 

implications. 



Errors of diagnosis arguably have 
larger ‘spillover’ effects now 

 
 

   
 

Resistant infections 
Hepatitis C 
Ebola 


