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NASEM, Improving diagnosis in healthcare 2015
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Communication as a Diagnostic Tool 

“Communication is a key 
responsibility throughout the 
diagnostic process.” NASEM, 
Improving diagnosis in healthcare 2015
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Diagnostic Error

4

or (b) communicate that explanation to the patient.

Diagnostic error is the failure to
(a) establish an accurate and timely explanation of the patient’s 
health problem(s)

NASEM, Improving diagnosis in healthcare 2015
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Communication 
Risk Points in the 
Diagnostic Process 
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NASEM, Improving diagnosis in healthcare 2015
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“When done well, patient-doctor 
communication led to a more 
accurate version of a patient's 
medical history, and helped 
doctors work out what was wrong 
sooner. “

6

How can it go wrong? = Risk Points
• Interruptions
• Listening behaviour 
• Labelling 
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Patient – interrupted 
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Langewitz, et al. BMJ 325.7366 (2002): 682-683

• 331 patients
• Mean 92s speaking time
• 78% patients speak < 2m

“In all cases doctors felt that the 
patients were giving important 
information and should not be 
interrupted.”

Patient – uninterrupted 
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“We weren’t trained to listen. We were trained to ask 
questions that steered people to a destination […] In 
turn we were given answers that fit neatly in 
checkboxes.” 

“We didn’t receive a history from people. We didn’t sit 
and listen as it unfolded. […] If we can't be present to 
receive the story, we can't serve the patient. We can't 
be the physicians that we want to be.” **

Tales of Give and Take 
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HOW TO LISTEN AND RECEIVE (NOT TAKE HISTORY)

** From an interview on Good Life Project Podcast 28 Feb 2018 “Choosing Not to Die, When Doctor 
Becomes Patient – Dr Rana Awdish” 
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Patient is a poor historian and denies, 
complains, fails, refuses…
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Coulehan, JAMA 252.2 (1984):221

Fisher, Age & Aging 45 (2016):11-13
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NASEM, Improving diagnosis in healthcare 2015

Communication Risk 
Points in 
Communicating 
Diagnosis
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“How easily patients can get 
confused, which isn’t surprising given 
how opaque and foreign the medical 
world is “
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How can it go wrong? = Risk Points
• Medical terms/ euphemism
• Uncertainty
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Words of wisdom?

(Unexplained) 
Medical terms / 

Euphemism
Everyday 

language/ clear 
explanations

Patient use lay language to describe their diagnosis
Patients use semi-technical and technical terms received from clinicians 
Patients using medical terms ≠ understanding (Gleason & Dahm Diagnosis 2022, 9 (2), 250-254
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Communication, Diagnostic Error & Uncertainty

(b) communicate that explanation to the patient.

Diagnostic error is the failure to
(a) establish an accurate and timely explanation of the 
patient’s health problem(s) or 

(b1) communicate diagnostic uncertainty explicitly to 
the patient.

(NASEM, 2015)

(Dahm & Crock, JAMA 2022;327(12):1127-1128)

INSTITUTE FOR COMMUNICATION IN HEALTH CARE – MARY DAHM |  WORDS OF WISDOM - DANISH PATIENT SAFETY AUTHORITY WHO PATIENT SAFETY DAY SEPTEMBER 202414



Diagnostic uncertainty is a

“subjective 
perception of an 
inability to provide 
an accurate 
explanation of the 
patient’s health 
problem. “
Bhise et al. JGIM 2018, 33;103–115
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Diagnostic uncertainty is
“any statement made by 

a provider that either 
directly 

or indirectly          
indicates uncertainty 

to a patient.”
Blanch et al. 2009. PEC 76:300–306
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What do clinicians actually say when 
they are uncertain ?

1. Omission
2. Explicit disclosure
3. Implicit disclosure

3 main 
linguistic 
realisations

Dahm et al. 2023 JGIM 38(3):738–54 
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Explicit disclosure

• Negated statements  

“I don’t know”

Implicit disclosure

• Diverse syntactical structures
• Modality (might, could, maybe)

• Perception (I think, I guess)

• Introductory phrases (according to 
the report)

• Embodied actions (hesitation, silence)

“They say, it appears uh to be […]” 

Communicating diagnostic uncertainty

Dahm et al. 2023 JGIM 38(3):738–54 
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Soften power 
differences

Soften 
knowledge 
differences

Ease 
understanding 

Establish 
rapport

Relational or uncertain?

Relational 
discourse

Uncertainty 
discourse

Designed with https://www.wordclouds.com/

Express 
uncertainty

Dahm & Crock 2023 doi:10.1075/pbns.338.14dah
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“we urge for a repositioning of 
communication as a clinical skill, along with 
a stronger reliance on communication 
research evidence and collaboration with 
experts in studying and teaching these 
skills.”

“through patient engagement and 
applied health communication research, we 
can enhance our understanding of how the 
interplay of communication behaviours, biases 
and errors can impact upon the patient 
experience and diagnostic error. ”



DIVIDER SLIDE
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Is a communicated 
explanation also an 
understood 
explanation?

How do patients 
hear uncertainty?

Two questions
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THANK YOU

Contact

Dr Mary Dahm, ARC DECRA & Senior Research Fellow
Institute for Communication in Health Care
Australian National University
E maria.dahm@anu.edu.au
Twitter, Threads, Instagram @DrMaryDahm

Questions, comments, observations?


