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Background

• By understanding the causes of incidents we can improve patient 
safety

• Investigations typically use Root Cause Analysis

• Such approaches: cognitive biases, reductionist, ineffective

• Simple cause-effect sequence

• Historiography

• Offers alternative paths to understanding cause



What is a Cause?

Zack’s decision to kick a football was the cause of the window breaking

• There is an infinite multiplicity of causes

• Identifying a cause requires a subjective selection 

• The selection is motivated by the purpose behind understanding an 
event’s causes



How Do Investigations Identify Causes?

• Evaluate factors for their relevance in generating learnings

• Factors selected as causes tend to be:

1) Acts

2) Proximate

3) Different

• In Psychiatry, incidents often result from acts belonging to the patient

• Harder to link to the decisions made by the practitioner



Scenario
Andrew, a man with a diagnosis of BPD, presented to A&E with suicidal ideation. Despite
intrusive thoughts of hanging himself, he had not made any attempt to harm himself or end
his life. However, Andrew believed that he could not keep himself safe at home & needed
hospital admission.

The psychiatrist finds Andrew to be of low risk of suicide; he had made no plans or steps
towards harming himself and readily identified protective factors, such as his wife. Having
balanced Andrew’s autonomy, the potential iatrogenic effects of admission, the pressure on
resources and the safety of the patient, the psychiatrist concludes that Andrew is not a
priority for admission and can be discharged home, with community follow up, to his
supportive partner. Andrew agreed to contact services if his mental state deteriorated.

He is found dead after ending his life 3 weeks later. A serious incident investigation finds the
psychiatrist’s decision not to admit Andrew to hospital as the cause of his suicide.



Is this Really the Cause?

• Investigation determines psychiatrist’s decision as the cause

• But the cause is Andrew’s decision to end his life

• Need to understand his state of mind in relation to his act

• Unclear how the psychiatrist influences this 

• The psychiatrist’s assessment may have been fair

• Not an act… an omission (a failure to act)



Omissions

• Proving an omission as causal requires elaborate hypothesising 

Alice is going on holiday and Barry promises to water her plant while 
she is away. Barry does not water the plant which subsequently dries up 
and dies. Barry’s omission of not watering the plant is the cause of its 
death

• Barry’s omission is identified as causal using counterfactual reasoning

• Alternative counterfactual scenarios can always be drawn upon

• Reasonable expectations equivalent to clinical standards

• Consider the validity of the standard and states of mind at the time



Limitations of Investigation Approaches

• Understand incidents through cause-effect sequence 

“once all the facts are discovered they will fall into a chain of events 
linked in mechanical fashion by a relationship of transitive causality” 

• Problems:

1) Does not supply psychological states to explain behaviour 

2) Post hoc propter hoc fallacy

3) Cannot capture the complex multiplicity of causes

• Provides less causes, while these causes are not likely to be most 
important



Historiography

• Historians use alternative frameworks of interpretation to:

1) Understand the cause of unique events

2) Achieve contact with minds to explain behaviour

3) Capture the complexity of causes

• Two frameworks, Weberian historiography and historical materialism, 
examine cause differently and have relevance for investigations



Weberian Historiography

“Historians cannot avoid reasoning counterfactually about historical 
events that did not occur in order to identify the significant causes of 
what did occur”

• Uses a comparative counterfactual analysis 

• Evaluates differentiating factors (potential causes) to derive
hypotheses to explain events

• Relevance of potential causes “tested” counterfactually

• JS Mill’s method of difference



Applying this Approach

Antecedent: psychiatrist’s decision not to admit Andrew

Consequent: Andrew’s suicide

• Incident is considered by counterfactually altering the antecedent

• But this is problematic:

1) Omissions (not necessarily causes)

2) Hindsight bias (favours the counterfactual antecedent)

3) Limited applicability of learning since it relies upon a hypothetical but 
invalid scenario (e.g. in which it is known that the person is going to kill 
themselves)



Modifying this Approach

Antecedent: psychiatrist’s decision not to admit Andrew

Consequent: Andrew’s suicide

• Instead, we evaluate  antecedent in a counterfactual in which the 
consequent is imagined to be false (suicide did not occur)

• Removes retrospective bias 

• Adopts perspective of assessing clinician learnings more applicable 

• Tests the decision, first in whether guidelines were followed and 
second in terms of whether guidelines are appropriate



Historical Materialism (Marxist Historiography)

• Unable to generalise from cause-effect sequence

• HM provides “ultimate” causes

• Examines the modes of production, group division into classes, and 
the consequent struggles motivated by competing interests

• An effective framework for understanding complex events

• Encourages a shift in focus from to the wider system



The German Ideology

1. Individuals meet their needs 
through using productive forces

2. As needs increase, relations of 
production develop

3. Tension arises between 
competing interests

4. Superstructure mediates tension

• The system = hierarchy of levels 
confronted with tension

Material Conditions

Productive Forces

Relations of Productions 
(Classes)

Superstructure

Base



The Eighteenth Brumaire

“the historical materialist approach sheds light on the structural causes 
as the long-term factors which render events inevitable, whilst also 
defining the limits within which the actions of individuals or classes 
have their scope”

• Applied the historical materialism framework

• Used class analysis to make sense of events

• Actions and motivations within a collective have greater impact, 
whilst being understandable and more predictable



Applying HM

• Tensions can arise when 
patients seek inpatient 
admission from professionals

• Professionals must decide, 
based upon clinical standards 
and criteria, who to admit given 
the underling material scarcity

• This tension is mediated by the 
system Material Conditions

Inpatient Hospital 
Admission

Superstructure

Base

Professionals Patients



The Causes

• Psychiatrist accepts the tension that 
arises when Andrew is declined 
admission…

• Because the tension is normally 
mediated

• Instead, the investigation can 
appreciate the structural causes

1) The expected standard itself

2) Inpatient capacity

3) Messaging from the 
superstructure

• Offers more effective 
recommendations

Material Conditions

Inpatient Hospital 
Admission
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Understanding The Effects

• Conventional approaches identify 
the acts of professionals as causal 
without appreciating the tensions 
arising from the material reality

• Incentivise risk aversion in 
professionals

• Incentivise patients further 
towards admission 

• Continued misallocation of 
resources, solved when the same 
systemic causes are addressed Material Conditions

Inpatient Hospital 
Admission

Superstructure

Base

Professionals Patients



Conclusions

• Current investigations limited by being underpinned by a simple 
cause-effect sequence

• Historiography concerns itself with understanding complex events

• Other historiographic approaches may identify different (possibly 
more important) causes

• This could to lead to more effective adjustments to service provision 
improving safety



Thank You

Any Questions?

For references please email

sahilbhandari@doctors.org.uk


