
1 Problem

Cause Mapping is a Root Cause Analysis method that captures basic 
cause-and-effect relationships supported with evidence.
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follow-up care instructions

Study finds many patients don't understand their discharge 
instructions after leaving the hospital

Keeping patients as comfortable and safe as possible following hospitalization is difficult if they aren’t 
receiving appropriate follow-up care after returning home.  But a recent study “Readability of 
discharge summaries: with what level of information are we dismissing our patients?” found that many 
patients struggle to understand their follow-up care instructions after leaving the hospital. 

"Patient discharge notes are written at too advanced of an educational level. To ensure 
patient comprehension, dismissal notes should be rewritten to a 6th-grade level."

-Conclusion from the study "Readability of discharge summaries: with what level 
of information are we dismissing our patients?"

Cause Map

2 Analysis

Basic Level Cause Map - Starting with basic 5-why analysis.  Ask 5 "why" questions to begin analysis.

Effect Cause

Evidence:

Solution:

Some patients 
not receiving 
appropriate 

follow-up care

Patient Safety 
Goal Impacted

Patients unclear 
on what follow-up 

care is 
recommended

More Detailed Cause Map - Continue asking "why" questions to add more 
detail to the Cause Map.

3 Solutions

For a free copy of our Root Cause Analysis Template in 
Microsoft Excel, used to create this page, visit our web site.

Copyright ThinkReliability 2016

Houston, Texas      281-412-7766      ThinkReliability.com
Investigate Problems. Prevent Problems.

CauseEffect

Why?

NOTE:  Read the Cause Map from left to right with the 
phrase "Was Caused By" in place of each arrow.

Possible solution: 
Rewrite discharge 
instructions for a 6th 
grade level.

Patient Safety  
Goal Impacted

Some patients 
not receiving 
appropriate 

follow-up care

Patient 
Services Goal 

Impacted

Patients unclear 
on what follow-up 

care is 
recommended

Patients unable 
to understand 
written care
instructions

Functionally 
illiterate/  

marginally 
literate

Unable to recall 
verbal 

instructions 

Lack necessary 
reading skills 

Instructions  are 
written at high 
school level or 

above

Instructions are 
written for both 

patients and 
their doctors

Memory clouded 
by medications

Stress of 
hospitalization

Injury that 
impairs memory

Potentially many 
different 

instructions to 
remember

Evidence: A study published 
in The American Journal of 
Surgery analyzed discharge 
instructions and one 
assessment found they were 
written at about a 10th grade 
level.  Another assessment 
determined that they should 
be understood by 13 to 15-
year-old students.

Evidence: A study published 
in The American Journal of 
Surgery found that 4% of 
patients were functionally 
illiterate and another 40% 
were marginally literate.
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Possible solution: 
Provide contact info and 
encourage patients to 
call caregivers with 
questions.

AND/OR

AND/OR

AND

Patients unable 
to understand 
written care 
instructions

Lack necessary 
reading skills

Instructions are 
written at high 
school level or 

above

Why? Why? Why? Why? Why?

The obvious solution is to work towards writing care instructions that are 
as simple and clear to understand as possible. In order to help patients 
clearly understand their follow-up care instructions, the American 
Medical Association already recommends that written health information 
be written at a sixth grade reading level.  

Providing clear contact information and encouraging patients to call their 
nurse or doctor with any questions about discharge instructions could 
also improve the follow-up care patients are receiving.

What Problem(s) Many patients don't understand follow-up care plans 
after leaving the hospital

When Date Ongoing
Different, unusual, unique ?

Where Facility, site Medical facilities throughout US
Task being performed Follow-up care after hospital visits

Impact to the Goals
Patient Safety Some patients not receiving appropriate follow-up 

care
Patient Services Patients unclear on what follow-up care is 

recommended


