





    
  Skip to main content
  




  

    

      
        
          
              
    

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    


  



  


  
  



  



  



  

          

        

      


      
        
              

      
        
          
                       

         

      

     
    
      
        
          [image: BMJ Journals]

                  

      

      
                  
            
                
    

    
  
    	Subscribe
	Log In 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	Basket 
	Search 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  







  



  

            

          

                

    
        
      
                [image: BMJ Evidence-Based Medicine]
      

            
          
    

    
  
    	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Authors
	About

  





    
  
    
  
    
  
        

    
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    
  Search for this keyword 
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Advanced search  


  
  



  



  


  
  


  
        

    
  
  
    	 Close
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
        Main menu

    
  
  
    
  	Latest content
	Current issue
	Archive
	Authors
	About



  


  
  



  



  






	Subscribe
	Log in 
More
	

    
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in via Institution
Log in via OpenAthens
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Log in using your username and password

 For personal accounts OR managers of institutional accounts



  Username *
 



  Password *
 




Forgot your log in details?Register a new account?

Forgot your user name or password?




  


  
  



  



  






	BMJ Journals

  


  
  




  



  



  

      

          

          
  
        
      
        
          You are here
	Home
	Archive
	Volume 14, Issue 3 
	Communicating diagnostic uncertainties to patients: The problems of explaining unclear diagnosis and risk


        

       
      
          
            Email alerts
          
        

      

          

            
          
        
          
            
                                                                                                  
    

    
  
    
    
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article Text
  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    Article menu 
  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
  
  


  


  
  



      

    

  
  
   
    
  
    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    	Article 
Text
	Article 
info
	Citation 
Tools
	Share
	Rapid Responses
	Article 
metrics
	Alerts


  


  
  



      

    

    
    
      
        
  
      
  
  
    [image: Download PDF]PDF  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    EBM notebook


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
      Communicating diagnostic uncertainties to patients: The problems of explaining unclear diagnosis and risk
        
  

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    [image: Loading]

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	Martin P Than, 
	Dylan F Flaws

	
Christchurch Hospital; Christchurch, New Zealand






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    https://doi.org/10.1136/ebm.14.3.66

  


  
  



  
        Statistics from Altmetric.com

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    


  


  
  



  
        Request Permissions

    
  
  
    If you wish to reuse any or all of this article please use the link below which will take you to the Copyright Clearance Center’s RightsLink service. You will be able to get a quick price and instant permission to reuse the content in many different ways.

  


  
  



  
        

    
  
  
    
  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    EXPLAINING DIAGNOSTIC UNCERTAINTY
Mr Kastagir attended his local emergency department with chest pain. Local data on prevalence suggests that the pretest probability of a patient with suspected cardiac chest pain having an acute coronary syndrome is approximately 25%.1 His physician is also aware that after serious disease has been excluded, the precise cause of the symptoms can often remain unclear.

When a clinician sees a patient with an unclear presentation, 2 of the most important questions are (1) What is the exact diagnosis? (“What is the cause of my chest pain, doctor?”), and (2) What is the risk to the patient from the most potentially harmful differential diagnoses? (“Am I going to die from a heart attack?”)
Both questions are important. However, clinicians and patients emphasise these questions differently. For example, patients may want to know the cause for their chest pain, while clinicians focus on the inclusion or exclusion of serious cardiac disease. If the clinician feels serious disease has been ruled out and tells the patient, the latter may still feel dissatisfied and worried because the cause of the pain has not been discovered.



  




Explaining our uncertainty about diagnosis can be difficult, especially if having a causal “label” is important to the patient. Chest pain is a common acute presenting complaint in the emergency department. In our hospital, most patients presenting to the emergency department with acute chest pain are admitted,1 and, whether admitted or discharged, approximately 75% of patients are given the final diagnosis of “non-specific chest pain.” For attending clinicians, … 
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