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Postgraduate Certificate in Pathology Quality Assurance

Root Cause Analysis

Root Cause Analysis (RCA) is a problem-solving approach used to identify and address the underlying
causes of an issue or event. In the context of the Postgraduate Certificate in Pathology Quality Assurance,
RCA is a critical tool for improving the accuracy and reliability of diagnostic tests and procedures. Here are
some key terms and vocabulary related to RCA:

1. **Problem Statement**: A clear and concise description of the issue or event being analyzed, including its
impact and any relevant background information. An example problem statement for a pathology lab might
be: "There has been a recent increase in the number of misdiagnosed cases of breast cancer, resulting in
delayed treatment and potential harm to patients."
2. **Data Collection**: The process of gathering information related to the problem, such as test results,
patient records, and staff interviews. This data is used to identify patterns and trends that can help pinpoint
the root cause of the issue.
3. **Causal Factor**: Any condition, event, or behavior that directly or indirectly contributes to the problem.
Causal factors can be classified as active (those that directly cause the problem) or latent (those that create
conditions that allow the problem to occur).
4. **Root Cause**: The underlying or systemic issue that, if addressed, would prevent the problem from
recurring. The root cause is often a latent causal factor, such as inadequate training or outdated equipment.
5. **Fishbone Diagram**: A visual tool used to organize and analyze causal factors. Also known as an
Ishikawa diagram or cause-and-effect diagram, it is shaped like a fishbone with the problem statement at
the head and major categories of causal factors branching off the spine.
6. **5 Whys**: A iterative questioning technique used to identify the root cause. The goal is to ask "why" five
times, each time drilling down to a deeper level of causality.
7. **Corrective Action**: A plan to address the root cause and prevent the problem from recurring. This
might include changes to policies, procedures, or equipment, as well as training or other interventions.
8. **Verification**: The process of confirming that the corrective action has been effective in addressing the
root cause and preventing the problem from recurring. This might involve monitoring data, conducting
audits, or soliciting feedback from staff and stakeholders.

Here's an example of how these terms might be applied in a RCA for a pathology lab:

Problem Statement: There has been a recent increase in the number of misdiagnosed cases of breast
cancer, resulting in delayed treatment and potential harm to patients.

Data Collection: The lab analyzed test results, patient records, and staff interviews to identify patterns and
trends. They found that the majority of misdiagnosed cases involved a particular type of biopsy, and that
the technicians performing the biopsies had not received adequate training on the procedure.

Causal Factors:
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* Active causal factors: lack of training for technicians
* Latent causal factors: outdated biopsy equipment, high staff turnover, inadequate quality assurance
processes

Root Cause: Inadequate training for technicians performing biopsies.

Fishbone Diagram:

[Insert Fishbone Diagram Here]

5 Whys:

1. Why were there an increase in misdiagnosed cases of breast cancer?
Because the majority of misdiagnosed cases involved a particular type of biopsy.
2. Why were the biopsies not performed correctly?
Because the technicians performing the biopsies had not received adequate training on the procedure.
3. Why did the technicians not receive adequate training?
Because the lab had not provided formal training on the biopsy procedure.
4. Why did the lab not provide formal training?
Because there was no policy or procedure in place for training technicians on new procedures.
5. Why was there no policy or procedure in place for training technicians?
Because the lab had not prioritized quality assurance and training for technicians.

Corrective Action: The lab implemented a formal training program for technicians on the biopsy procedure,
updated its quality assurance processes, and purchased new biopsy equipment.

Verification: The lab monitored the number of misdiagnosed cases and found that it had decreased
significantly since the implementation of the corrective action. They also conducted audits of the biopsy
procedure and found that technicians were performing it correctly.

In conclusion, Root Cause Analysis is a critical tool for improving the accuracy and reliability of diagnostic
tests and procedures in pathology quality assurance. By understanding key terms and vocabulary related to
RCA, lab professionals can effectively identify and address the underlying causes of problems, preventing
them from recurring and ensuring the best possible outcomes for patients.
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