
Dr Mary Dahm, Research Fellow, ANU Institute for 

Communication in Health Care

Uncertainty and Language in Diagnosis

@DrMaryDahm

@ANU_ICH

36th ACEM Annual Scientific Meeting, 

Hobart, Tasmania, 19 November 2019



To confess ignorance 
is often wiser than to 
beat about the bush 
with a hypothetical 
diagnosis.

William Osler. Counsels and ideals. 1921:214 2

https://archive.org/details/counselsideals00osle_0/page/214


The Diagnostic Process
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The Diagnostic Process
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Diagnostic Error
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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)



Uncertainty in patient encounters

• Direct expressions 
of uncertainty in 
71% of visits
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I don’t 

know

I think

...• Did not include 
indirect expression 
of uncertainty

= mitigation



How are diagnoses 
communicated?

• 30% of diagnoses 

delivered without looking 

at patient
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Heritage & McArthur (2019) SSM 228

• 66% of diagnoses 

presented in mitigated 

statements



• You have a throat infection
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Heritage & McArthur (2019) SSM 228

• You might have cracked 

one of your ribs over 

there.

How are diagnoses 
communicated?



• It feels like an early plantar 

fasciitis, you know like a 

heel spur.

• It's like the lining is irritated. 

The most common reason

for the lining to be irritated 

is because of the acid from 

your stomach.
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Heritage & McArthur (2019) SSM 228

How are diagnoses 
communicated?



Effects of 
Uncertainty



Communicating openly 

about uncertainty
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• Improve relationships 

between clinicians & 

patients,

• Increase patients’ trust 

and confidence in their 

clinicians' abilities

• Open avenues for 

shared decision making

• Improve long term 

patient outcomes

Bhise et al., International Journal for Quality in Health Care 30.1 (2018): 2-8.



Where to for 

Uncertainty in ED
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Research

• If and how uncertainty is 

communicated by clinicians 

in ED? How is it perceived by 

patients?

Culture of Openness

• What do they look like?

• Hierarchies & Role models

• Normalise & Support


