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KEY POINTS

e Cognitive errors occur in every profession. Dozens of cognitive errors have been demon-
strated to happen in medicine, many leading to poor patient outcomes.

e The diagnosis of child maltreatment can be susceptible to cognitive errors because of
conditions of high stress, limited or questionable quality of data, and the subtlety of
some diagnoses.

e Errors may be avoided through deliberate efforts to consider alternative diagnoses, avoid-
ing premature closure, seeking objective input without social cues, and multidisciplinary
collaboration.

Medical decision making is an exercise in process management: health care providers
must gather data from multiple data sources, sometimes simultaneously, interpret
signs and symptoms, sometimes without adequate history to fully understand the in-
formation provided, and direct patient management including further diagnostics and
treatment, often without complete data. Most of the time the process seems to work
adequately, that is, the patient is appropriately diagnosed and treated. Yet there
continue to be studies that demonstrate failures in diagnosis and treatment related
to factors that seem to be unrelated to the medical condition and more related to
the patient’s specific demographic characteristics.’™

It is important that the diagnosis of child maltreatment be made accurately. Failure
to correctly diagnose an abused child as abused (a false negative) could result in that
child being returned to a potentially dangerous environment. Conversely, the over-
diagnosis of child abuse (a false positive) could result in a child being removed from
an environment wherein no one has caused harm to the child. The potential for errors
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in decision making related to child abuse extend far beyond the health care arena and
include law enforcement, social welfare systems, prosecutorial decisions, and judge
or jury decisions. Understanding the potential pitfalls in decision making is especially
important for process improvement. Social psychologists have spent considerable
effort in understanding how humans think, but only relatively recently have physicians
looked to the literature to understand what clinicians can do better.

Humans have evolved to process an astonishing amount of information, often
dealing with large simultaneous sensory inputs assaulting all of their senses. How is
it that we are able to take in information, filter out what is not immediately relevant,
and arrive at a reasonable conclusion? Are there shortcuts we can use to improve
our processing speed without sacrificing the quality of the decision making? Perhaps
most importantly, is it possible to avoid cognitive errors that we make and are com-
pounded when community professionals from other disciplines, such as law enforce-
ment and child protection services, are involved in a decision process?

COGNITIVE PROCESSES: AN OVERVIEW

Humans routinely make decisions in an overwhelming, complex environment. There
are also limited cognitive resources available at any given moment to process all of
the information available. Given the inability to completely process all of the data,
humans have adapted by using cognitive shortcuts, which can be both hardwired
and derived. One easy-to-appreciate example of a hardwired shortcut is that of recog-
nizing potential danger. It does not take a prior experience with a potential threat, such
as an obviously hostile animal, to realize that care must be taken.

Derived shortcuts also are common occurrences that increase over the course of a
lifetime. Driving represents a classic example of a derived shortcut. Memories of
learning to drive often will conjure the stress associated with the myriad of data
bombarding the novice driver. It is only after years of practice that the process be-
comes nearly fully automated. What was once a difficult, stressful, and complex effort
changes into a background process that frees the mind to handle other tasks. How-
ever, this automation can be an impediment to rapid responses to the unexpected.
Deviations from the norm will take longer to recognize and process when one is not
fully engaged in the task at hand.

Just as driving or tying one’s shoes, or doing any number of complex learned tasks
becomes less of an elaborate mental juggling act, so too does one’s ability to complete
tasks associated with the work. In the early years of a person’s career, every part of the
job requires thought and deliberation. As one gains experience and feedback on process
and decision making, the process becomes more refined and automated. However, just
as automation improves efficiency in tasks such as driving, it can also decrease the
ability of an individual to recognize and respond to deviations from the norm.

Decision theory is the study of identifying what is known, what is unknown, and the
other factors involved in arriving at an optimal (and therefore correct) decision. Social
psychologists use multiple techniques to understand the processes involved in deci-
sions. Decisions are very often reliant on heuristics, which are the shortcuts used to
aid in decision making sometimes referred to as rules of thumb; new, incoming data
are constantly incorporated and compared with previously gathered information. If
they match previously acquired data, a shortcut in the thought process may be
used to arrive at the answer. Heuristics can certainly be helpful in improving efficiency,
but also may lead one astray if they compound biases in the thought process.

Biases may be either explicit or implicit. An implicit bias is one that an individual
holds without being aware. Implicit biases can be difficult for an individual to
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