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Medicine’s dirty little secret

300-1b white man comes in for a physical. His BP is elevated, but he doesn’t

have time to get an EKG. The patient returns 1 week later, complaining of a

rash. We do an EKG and find upside down T waves in 2, 3, aVL, aVE and
the lateral leads. The patient denies any chest pain or other symptoms, but I send him
to the hospital, thinking he has coronary disease and will end up with a stent. At the
hospital, he is diagnosed with bilateral pulmonary emboli.

This story, sent to me by a reader, is evidence of a dirty little secret of clinical
practice—the importance of luck.

In the lexicon of luck, there are times when a prepared mind puts disparate in-
formation together to arrive at a diagnosis. A case in point: While filling in for a col-
league, I saw a patient with anasarca. He had a minimally elevated transaminase
and, in leafing through his chart, I spotted an ultrasound suggesting intrinsic liver
disease. Lo and behold, his hepatitis B and C panels were positive. My suspicion
immediately turned to chronic hepatitis. Perhaps this comes under the heading of
educated luck.

Consider, too, the dumb luck of the incidental finding—when you order an im-
aging test for pneumonia and find the treatable (but unrelated) cancer or aneurysm.

But what I'm struck by most is when phy-
sicians experience plain old good luck. I had
a long-time patient with mental health issues
and a long history of arthralgias. After an unre-
vealing initial work-up, I sent her to a rheuma-
tologist, who quickly diagnosed clubbing and a
non-small cell cancer. All of a sudden I was a
hero for making a referral for a diagnosis I had missed!

On the flip side are the patients who seem to be dogged by bad luck. The inci-
dental puncture wound that leads to fulminate meningitis; the 22-year-old who has
a stroke out of the blue. I see such cases occasionally as a potential expert witness
and just shake my head: “What awful luck. No one could have been expected to
prevent that!”

I doubt that many of our patients would want to hear their doctors talk about the
role of luck in medicine. That’s our dirty little secret.

I was a hero for
making a referral
for a diagnosis
| had missed!

ifp@uc.edu

312 THE JOURNAL OF FAMILY PRACTICE | JUNE 2010 | VOL 59, NO 6

®

THE JOURNAL OF

FAMILY
PRACTICE

EDITOR-IN-CHIEF

JEFFREY L. SUSMAN, MD
University of Cincinnati

ASSOCIATE EDITORS

BERNARD EWIGMAN, MD, MSPH

University of Chicago Pritzker School of Medicine
JOHN HICKNER, MD, MSc

Cleveland Clinic Medicine Institute

JAMES STEVERMER, MD, MSPH

University of Missouri, Columbia (Clinical Inquiries)
RICHARD P. USATINE, MD

University of Texas Health Sciences Center

at San Antonio (Photo Rounds)

ASSISTANT EDITORS

BURT BANKS, MD

East Tennessee State University, Bristol
DOUG CAMPOS-OUTCALT, MD, MPA
University of Arizona, Phoenix

MARK R. ELLIS, MD, MSPH

Cox Family Practice Residency, Springfield, Mo
CHARISSA FOTINOS, MD

University of Washington, Seattle

GARY N. FOX, MD

St. Vincent Mercy Medical Center, Toledo, Ohio
RICK GUTHMANN, MD

University of lllinois, Chicago

KEITH B. HOLTEN, MD

University of Cincinnati

KEVIN Y. KANE, MD, MSPH

University of Missouri, Columbia

GARY KELSBERG, MD, FAAFP

University of Washington, Renton

VALERIE J. KING, MD, MPH

Oregon Health & Science University, Portland
TODD D. MCDIARMID, MD

Moses Cone Family Medicine Residency,
Greensboro, NC

JON O. NEHER, MD

University of Washington, Renton

M. NORMAN OLIVER, MD, MA

University of Virginia, Charlottesville
AUDREY PAULMAN, MD, MMM

University of Nebraska College of Medicine,
Omaha

PAUL M. PAULMAN, MD

University of Nebraska College of Medicine,
Omaha

RICK RICER, MD

University of Cincinnati

FRED TUDIVER, MD

East Tennessee State University, Johnson City

EDITORIAL BOARD

FREDERICK CHEN, MD, MPH

University of Washington, Seattle

LARRY CULPEPPER, MD, MPH

Boston University Medical Center, Boston, Mass
JOHN W. ELY, MD, MSPH

University of lowa College of Medicine, lowa City
LINDA FRENCH, MD

University of Toledo, Toledo, Ohio

THEODORE G. GANIATS, MD

University of California-San Diego, La Jolla, Calif
CARYL J. HEATON, DO

University of Medicine and Dentistry

of New Jersey, Newark

FRED MISER, MD, MA

The Ohio State University, Columbus

KEVIN PETERSON, MD, MPH

University of Minnesota, St. Paul

GOUTHAM RAO, MD, MPA

University of Pittsburgh

KENDRA SCHWARTZ, MD, MSPH

Wayne State University, Detroit, Mich
DOUGLAS R. SMUCKER, MD, MPH

University of Cincinnati

DIRECT EDITORIAL
INFORMATION AND
INQUIRIES TO:

EDITORIAL OFFICE

Health Professions Building

Department of Family Medicine

PO Box 670582, Cincinnati, OH 45267-0582
Telephone: (513) 558-4021

PUBLISHING OFFICES
Quadrant HealthCom, Inc.
7 Century Drive, Suite 302
Parsippany, NJ 07054
Telephone: (973) 206-3434
Fax: (973) 206-9378



