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Medico-Legal Opinion

I
n any busy healthcare department, the number of 
medical investigations, such as laboratory and radiolo-
gy tests requested, can be staggering. Clinicians require 
robust and efficient systems for the management and 
follow-up of test results in order to make timely and 

informed decisions about patient care. From a risk manage-
ment perspective, it is crucial that the clinician requesting the 
test has an effective system in place to ensure all tests request-
ed are returned as results and that they are reviewed and act-
ed upon in a timely manner. Inadequate or poor communica-
tion of test results to referrers and inadequate arrangements 
to follow-up patients are globally acknowledged as a signifi-
cant source of errors in healthcare settings worldwide. 

Poor test result management can have major conse-
quences for the quality of care of patients and their rela-
tives, leading to delayed or missed diagnoses, prolonged 
hospitalisations, and suboptimal patient outcomes. Sim-
ilarly, poor test result management can adversely impact 
healthcare staff leading to time wasted on chasing up test 
results, additional time spent on repeating tests, the finan-
cial burden of additional appointments, reputational dam-
age, and the potential increase in complaints and litigation.  

Although the practice of medicine cannot always be per-
fect, accuracy is imperative when it comes to tracking pa-
tients’ test results. Accurate and timely tracking of results is 
generally achievable only if the tracking process is straight-
forward and comprehensive to capture all necessary infor-
mation for each test requested. Then, the process must be 
consistently and completely performed on every single oc-
casion. Policies that detail how the tracking system is oper-
ationalised should aim for zero tolerance in variation.

Designing the ‘tracking’ process
Process mapping is a technique that can be used when de-
signing or implementing a quality improvement project in 
healthcare. This approach can help to map the whole patient 
journey or steps in a work process with the help of people 
who represent all the different roles involved. When devis-
ing or evaluating a tracking system, identifying the various 
steps in the process is helpful. Consider which steps of the 
patient’s test result journey are most prone to failures and the 
steps in which failures potentially could occur, such as:
 What could prevent a clinician from reviewing an impor-
tant report? A possible reason is that the clinic or practice 
never received the report in the first place. 
 Why might this occur? Perhaps the test was not requested 
in the first instance, or the patient failed to attend to have 
the testing done. 
 Perhaps the specimens were lost in transit or misplaced 
once they arrived at the lab. 
 Another possibility is that the test was completed, but the 
pathologist or radiologist failed to generate a report – or the 
report, once generated, was lost in transit. 
 In hospital, what happens when a test result is returned, 
but the patient has been discharged? Who reviews these re-
sults, communicates them to the patient, and ensures appro-
priate follow-up of a result that is deemed to be significant?

A key element of a successful test result tracking system is 
to engage all key personnel involved in the process from the 
design to the implementation phase and to obtain regular 
feedback on what worked well and any perceived problems.

One strategy that healthcare organisations may decide to 
employ is assigning a staff member with the responsibility of 
ensuring that all reports have been reviewed (with acknowl-
edgment by means of the clinicians’ signature or initials and 
date). The responsible individual could monitor the process 
to ensure no reports are filed prior to review and sign-off. 
Although this might be a labour-intensive activity, it could 
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prove vital to the organisation’s patient safety efforts. Howev-
er, it is important to be aware that overall clinical governance 
lies with the clinician who orders the test to ensure that the 
results are reviewed and communicated to the patient and 
the patient is appropriately followed up in a timely manner.

Professional obligations
All doctors have an ethical obligation to provide safe pa-
tient care. The Medical Council’s Guide to Professional 
Conduct and Ethics states at paragraph 64.1: “You should 
make sure, as far as possible, that the services and treat-
ment you provide are safe and comply with the standards 
of the profession.” 

Healthcare providers have a duty to recognise when they 
do not receive requested test result reports and that is what 
a patient test result tracking system is intended to help them 
accomplish. No single approach is necessarily “the best” pa-
tient-tracking method. Many healthcare practices prefer to 
use electronic systems, while others still rely on paper-based 
methods. What is crucial is that the method used is intuitive, 
capable of capturing all of the necessary data and that clini-
cians and staff members can adhere to it without exception.

Documentation
As with all patient interactions, it is important that all rele-
vant details of the test result process are documented in the 
patient’s clinical file. Documentation should include:
 Details of the test(s) requested; 
 The results of the test;

 Patient notification of the results;
 Clinical decisions based on the results.

Clinicians should document their rationale for ordering 
or not ordering further clinical tests and patient reviews 
based on the test results. These details outline the clinicians’ 
thought processes and efforts made to provide high-quality 
safe patient care. Such information may be crucial in the 
event of a malpractice claim or complaint.  

IT systems
Healthcare organisations that are using electronic health 
record systems or other technology to facilitate patient 
tracking should engage their IT providers to identify 
whether their systems can automate the process to im-
prove timeliness and consistency. It may be feasible to 
have the system generate a daily task list that flags certain 
situations that could lead to risk exposure. Circumstances 
that should be flagged include:
 Tests ordered, but no results received within a reasona-
ble timeframe; 
 Test results received, but not viewed by a clinician;
 Test results viewed by a clinician, but not communicat-
ed to the patient in a timely fashion or the patient not fol-
lowed up appropriately.

Routinely running reports to identify overlooked test 
results is also critical, even if test results are included on 
daily task lists.

Healthcare organisations should also consider work-
ing with their IT experts and reporting sources to devise 
a process in which critical test results are flagged for im-
mediate attention. This might involve a colour-coding 
scheme, or other visual identifiers; the use of secure tex-
ting or email; or, preferably, calling the referring clinician. 

In general practice settings, there should be arrange-
ments in place in the event of the laboratory having a crit-
ically abnormal result requiring patient communication 
during out-of-hours.

Engaging patients
Finally, all clinicians should encourage patients to follow 
up with their healthcare organisation if they do not receive 
their results within a specified timeframe. The mantra ‘no 
news is good news’ should be changed to ‘no news is no 
news’. Engaging patients in the diagnostic process can pro-
vide an additional safeguard to prevent critical results from 
being overlooked.

In summary 
With a large volume of medical investigations requested 
both in primary and secondary care, patient safety is de-
pendent on healthcare organisations ensuring they have 
designed and implemented a robust test result tracking 
system. This requires ongoing input and feedback from all 
key personnel involved in the process. An effective test re-
sult tracking system should ensure that all tests requested 
are returned as results, reviewed by a clinician in a timely 
manner, and communicated to patients with appropriate 
follow-up measures in place. This can prevent your patients 
from falling through the cracks.

Medisec has a suite of educational resources to facilitate 
the safe management of test results in healthcare settings. 
For further information please visit the Medisec website or 
contact a member of the Medisec team.
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