
All data is based on Avant claims and complaints closed from 1 July 2019 to 30 July 2024.

Diagnostic error in claims

Claims insights

Overview
•	 Most diagnostic error claims involved a failure or delay in 

diagnosis.
•	 Cognitive factors, those linked to the individual doctor and 

their diagnostic process, were the main contributors to 
diagnostic errors, largely due to lack of information including 
diagnostic tests and investigations.

•	 System-related errors, caused by system failures, were less 
common and were mainly due to inefficient processes.

•	 Poor communication was cited as an additional concern in 
one out of three of diagnostic error cases.

•	 In nearly 60% of diagnostic error claims, doctors were 
assessed to meet the standard of care.

Practice points
•	 Being alert to the causes of diagnostic errors may reduce 

their frequency.
•	 Ensure you have obtained enough information to be able to 

consider differential diagnoses.
•	 Check that system processes such as following up results, 

recalling patients and care coordination are in place.
•	 Consider how effective communication with patients, 

providers and staff reduces clinical errors and promotes more 
informed decision-making.

•	 Document discussions with your patients, your decision-
making rationale and significant negative findings on history 
and examination.

•	 Learn how to identify, mitigate and respond to diagnostic 
errors in Avant’s member-only eLearning course.
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1 in 6 claims were primarily about diagnostic error.
In these claims, failure to diagnose a patient’s condition, or 
delay in the diagnosis were much more common issues than 
misdiagnosis.

In 86% of diagnostic error claims, cognitive factors were the 
main error identified.
The predominant issue was lack of information required in 
decision-making. This was often a result of:
•	 inadequate examination
•	 delay or failure to refer for appropriate diagnostic testing
•	 failure to heed patient complaints or symptoms
•	 inadequate history.

Poor clinical synthesis was a less common issue, often a result 
of incorrect image interpretation or failure to establish a 
differential diagnosis.

System errors were shown to be the main error in 14% of 
diagnostic error claims.
Most of these issues indicated inefficient processes that 
contribute to diagnostic error. Most common were:
•	 delay or failure to follow-up tests/investigations
•	 failure to action results of tests, investigations or referral 

recommendations
•	 failure to follow-up patient/referral.

Technical errors were less reported. These included incorrect 
transcription of image reports and other errors in the handling 
and processing of diagnostic tests and reports.
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https://avant.org.au/resources/reducing-diagnostic-error-elearning


IMPORTANT: Avant routinely codes information collected in the course of assisting member doctors in medico-legal matters into a standardised, deidentified dataset. 
This retrospective analysis was conducted using this dataset. The findings represent the experience of these doctors in the period of time specified, which may not 
reflect the experience of all doctors in Australia. This publication is not comprehensive and does not constitute legal or medical advice. You should seek legal or other 
professional advice before relying on any content, and practise proper clinical decision-making with regard to the individual circumstances. Persons implementing 
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Communication
Poor communication was an additional allegation in one-third 
of diagnostic error cases. These involved issues with both the 
content and manner of communication:
•	 The failure to communicate results and information to 

patients, families, or external healthcare providers was a 
predominant issue.

•	 The manner of communication was of significant concern 
such as in cases where the patient was ignored, dismissed, 
intimidated, or felt a lack of empathy from the doctor.

About this analysis
This report is based on our analysis of the underlying themes 
of claims for Avant member doctors from all specialties 
and practices, including complaints to regulators and 
compensation claims finalised between 1 July 2019 and 30 
June 2024.

Analysis of claims with diagnostic error was based on more 
than 2,000 claims and complaints with a diagnostic error issue 
as the primary allegation.

Medico-legal advice 
If you receive a claim or complaint, contact us (avant.org.au/
MLAS) on 1800 128 268 for expert medico-legal advice on 
how to respond – available 24/7 in emergencies.

For any queries on this analysis, please contact us at 
research@avant.org.au.

Visit our Insights & Resources page for 
further educational content including 
webinars, eLearning courses, case studies, 
articles and factsheets.

Assessment of the care provided

Met the standardBelow standard

(% of complaints/claims where the assessment of the expected standards on 
the main factor is known.)

(The above incidence was based on cases that had diagnostic error
issues as the primary allegation and communication issues as a
secondary allegation.)

Experts and/or regulators assessed the care provided in 
diagnostic error claims, with the following results:
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