
EMERGENCY MEDICINE
COGNITIVE TOOLBOX



WHAT PROBLEM
DO EMERGENCY
PHYSICIANS NEED
TO SOLVE?



Problem #1
THE WHEN CAN BE
JUST AS IMPORTANT
AS THE WHAT…



Time from presentation

Problem
#2

DIAGNOSTIC
CLARITY
VS TIME…

Emergency Medicine



Problem #3: 
THE EASIEST
WAY TO HIDE
SOMETHING…





PROBLEM #4  
INTERRUPTIONS
Q5 MINUTES
(LITERALLY...)



The science  
of expertise
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“What sets experts apart 
is the quality and quantity 
of their mental models…”
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Teaching 
Expertise?
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LEARNING ISN’T LINEAR



LEARNING HAPPENS IN LAYERS



5 CONCEPTS TO START BUILDING
EMERGENCY MEDICINE MENTAL MODELS



CONCEPT ONE



SICK OR
NOT SICK



CONCEPT TWO





How to perform a rapid 
history and physical exam 
without missing anything…?

STRATEGIC FOCUS



1. What is the ACTUAL chief complaint?

2. What is the emergency medicine differential 
diagnosis for that chief complaint?

3. What are the ”red flag” signs & symptoms   
for that differential diagnosis?

THREE PARTS OF A FOCUSED H&P



Internal Medicine = Epic Novel

Surgery = The Cliff’s Notes version

Emergency Medicine = Newspaper article



Bottom-line 
up front

Critical 
relevant 
details

Key info  
still needed

Additional details        
and supporting data

Best 
current 

assessment



CONCEPT THREE



During an emergency department visit, 
there are 2 things you need to do:

#1 DISPOSITION
#2 TIME DEPENDENT INTERVENTIONS

*Note: one of these things is NOT a definitive diagnosis!



What the patient HAS

What the patient does NOT have

our Job in the ED…



CONCEPT FOUR



NOT MULTI-TASKING...

RAPID TASK
SWITCHING!



Cognitive Offloading
ALL INFORMATION IS NOT CREATED EQUAL



IT’S NOT YOUR
JOB TO KNOW

EVERYTHING ABOUT
EVERY PATIENT
EVERY TIME… 



YOUR JOB IS NOT TO MISS ANYTHING BIG



YOUR TIME
IS A ZERO
SUM GAME



When do fails actually matter? WHICH MISSES
MATTER MOST?



CONCEPT FIVE



YOU ARE
THE
DECIDER!



KEY
DECISION
POINTS?



AND FINALLY…



KNOW WHEN YOU KNOW

MORE IMPORTANTLY…      
KNOW WHEN YOU DON’T!



Don’t let feelings get                      
in the way of thinking…



MEDICINE IS NOT A
GAME OF HOT

POTATO



INEVITABLY,   
YOU WILL MAKE

MISTAKES



BE HUMBLE,             
BE CURIOUS, 
BE TENACIOUS


