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Summary
When asked to choose a physician for their own care, most people opt for someone with at
least 10 years experience, and are indifferent to how a doctor may have done in medical
school or residency. This suggests that at some level, we place a high value on experience.
But the role that experience plays in expertise is not well understood. This presentation
explores this issue. The central finding is that both expert and novice diagnostic problem
solving is based, to some degree, on a match to specific individual experiences – previous
patients – in memory. The association occurs without conscious awareness. This presentation
shows that this process is a component of diagnostic reasoning at all levels from novice to
subspecialist, and in many domains. It may be based on visual similarity, but can also be
present in verbal descriptions. As a consequence of the central role of this rapid pattern
recognition process, diagnostic errors tend to be associated with slower processing, and
admonitions to “go slow” or “take your time”, while they do result in slower processing,
have no impact on errors. I conclude by examining the evidence that different instructional
strategies based on this model of reasoning can enhance the accuracy of diagnosis.
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