Tracking & Follow-Up of Test Results

What You Don’t Know Can Hurt You

The Problem

Cases involving tracking and follow-up errors continue to be difficult to defend. Why? Because unlike cases involving honest differences (or even mistakes) in medical judgement, or human error in performing technical procedures, there is less room for reasonable minds to differ when cases boil down to simple tracking and follow-up failures.

Think about it in these terms—would you rather be the defendant physician in a case alleging you failed to order a test that may or may not have been indicated, or the defendant in a case alleging you failed to follow-up on test results you ordered, and the results indicated treatment was needed? The former is almost always defensible; the latter is far more difficult to defend. Jurors often conclude that if a physician thought a test was important enough to order, the physician should have followed-up to determine if the test was performed, the results were received, and appropriate care was provided.

Contributing to the difficulty in defending these cases is that tracking and follow-up cases with missed test results often involve particularly adverse outcomes (e.g., delayed diagnoses of cancer resulting in lost opportunities for life-saving treatment).

Risk Management

In order to avoid tracking and follow-up errors, we encourage practices to implement reliable systems that help ensure the following six steps occur:

1. The test is performed;

2. The results are reported to the practice;

3. The results are made available to the physician for review and sign-off;

4. The results are communicated to the patient;

5. The results are properly filed in the patients chart; and

6. The results are acted upon.
Test results may be reported to your practice in a number of ways—by hand delivery, mail, telephone, fax, or email—just to name a few. They come from multiple places in multiple forms, and at varying times of the day. As a result, you have to rely on staff to ensure you receive the information. Staff should understand the importance of bringing test results to your attention when they are received.

In addition to the six-step patient tracking and follow-up system described above, we also recommend implementing the following to help ensure test results are made available to you in a timely fashion:

· Designate someone in your office to collect all test results on a daily basis and bring
them to you for review.

· Delegate this responsibility to a full-time employee who is at the office every day; have
a contingency plan for days the employee does not work.

· Ensure the employee sets aside adequate time each day to collect test results received during the previous 24 hours and distributes the results to the appropriate physicians
for review.

· Ideally, this should occur at the same time each day to maintain consistency.

· Instruct the employee where test results should be placed for review (in inboxes, on
 desk chairs, etc.).

· If and when you encounter problems or identify a “glitch” in the system, address
it immediately.

If you would like more information on implementing a patient tracking and follow-up system in your practice, please contact your local ProAssurance risk management department.
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