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Infection	Prevention	Society,	Scotland

Why	look	at	early	pioneers?	

Mistakes Insights & Discoveries
‘endeavour to understand’ 

Misinterpreted

That is not 
what he  
meant….

How would 
you know?

I wrote it!
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“Insights arise from: 
contradictions,

connections, 
& 

creative 
desperation” 
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Puerperal	fever

“Scarce any disease more 
regular in its manner of 
attack or uniform in its 

appearance” Violent rigor, 
shivering fit, fever, 
rapid pulse – 140 
(160 pre death), 

Diarrhoea – frothy 
green and yellow

Dyspnoea – difficult 
with abdo pain

The attack was 
sudden

2-3 days post partum

Total cessation of 
pain – before death   
they thought they 

had recovered

Constant pain 
(described as 

greater than that of 
labour)
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“That the caufe of this 
difeafe is a fpecific

contagion or infection.”

“I have unqueftionable proof.”

He detected community outbreaks 
without a micro lab
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“That PF is of the nature of  
eryfipelas.

They are connected.”

“I have unqueftionable proof.”
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“I could venture to foretell what 
women would be affected with the 

difease upon hearing which midwife 
they were to be delivered or by which 

nurse…
…and almost every instance my 

prediction was verified.”

“I have unqueftionable proof.”
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Clusters		- yellow

Close	numbers	– peach

Unquestionable	proof?

The person who delivered most cases -
DOCTOR GORDON

Where did they first get it from? 
5 - 7 only had 1

Who delivered & No of deliveries     Case numbers 
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“That every person, who had been with a patient 
with PF, became charged with an atmofphere of 

infection which was communicated to every 
pregnant women that they came into contact 

within their fphere.”

“I have unqueftionable proof.”
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Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. 
1809 - 1894

Reports of pts dying of PF and a 
doctor dying of a similar disease 

after PM injury

Lets investigate!

Any reports available: 
Literature

Meetings & Hearsay

We	had	one	of	
them…

Me	too.
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Connection: PMs, to individual physician  to next patient – direct and indirect contact

Connection: erysipelas and lying-in. Indirect contact gloves / clothes
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Children who walk in calico 
before open fires are not 
always burnt to death

OWH 
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Already	known

Midwives	X	3	lower	mortality	than	
the	medical	service	– investigated

Only	difference	between	the	2	clinics	
– midwives	do	not	attend	PM	room
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SPC	p	chart:	Proportion	deaths.	[First	clinic	Vienna]
Excluding	outbreaks,	CL	proportion	0.5	(5%)

Appointed March 1847; Key connections: Friend died PM injury:  4 mths no PMs few puerperal fever

2 3

1

Phase 1  Disinfectant hand washing (DHW) – on entry to labour ward  (else soap and water AFTER patient contact)
Phase 2  Isolate infected patients & disinfectant hand wash post touching infected pts & reinforced DHW. 
Phase 3  Instrument disinfection, stopped using sponges, disinfect anything in contact… reduced number of PV 
exams?
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That is 
not what 

he  
meant….

How 
would you 

know?

I wrote 
it!

41

“With respect to the most effectual means of 
preventing the disease from being communicated, 

I must speak with great uncertainty, because I 
have not experience for my guide.”

Others recommend fumigation of infected apparel
Fresh air and cleanliness are insufficient

Wash you clothes if you delivered a PF patient 
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OWH

Semmelweis

45

Was the Vienna Hospital – an 
organisation without a memory?
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Confirmation	bias the	tendency	to	
search	for,	interpret,	favour,	and	
recall	information	in	a	way	that	
confirms	or	supports	one's	prior	

beliefs	or	values.
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Neglect of probability

Base rate neglect

Beginner’s luck

Intention-to-treat error

Survivorship bias

Self-serving bias

Swimmers body illusion

Outcome  bias

Chance 

Coincidence

Small numbers effects 

False consensus effect

Salience effect

Self-selection bias

Clustering illusion

Regression towards the mean

Conjunction fallacy

Average problem effect 

Availability heuristic

Feature Positive Effect

Alternative blindness

Black swan

Single cause fallacy

Cherry-picking evidence

Framing Effect

Falsification of history

Alternative paths 

False causality

Primacy and Recent Effects 

Availability: What you see is all 
there is – or not looked for

Representativeness: biases in 
assessing relatedness A to B 

Forer effect 

Paradox of choice

Anchoring effect

Hyperbolic discounting

Association bias 

Simple logic

Will Rogers Phenomenon

Exponential growth

Anchoring and Adjustment: 
biases in judging due to prior 

exposure or unnecessary 
adjustment

Illusory correlation

Observation-selection bias

Distinction bias

Duration neglect

Hard-easy effect

Time-saving bias

Zero-risk bias

Focusing effect

Twaddle tendency

Story bias

Semmelweiss reflex

Because effect

Confirmation bias 
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Beware	– the	
halo	effect

S/he/they	never	
make	a	
mistake…

Everyone	makes	
mistakes	!
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Does	it	matter	– if	they	
got	it	wrong,	(deliberately	

or	through	
misinterpretation)?

• Yes – if used to support recommendations
• Yes – if their goal was to be accurate

50



Three Early IPC Pioneers: Who Can Still Teach Us A Thing or Two
Dr. Evonne T Curran, Glasgow Caledonian University

A Webber Training Teleclass

Hosted	by	Karen	Wares
www.webbertraining.com

26

The	journey	to	new	(and	old)	
knowledge	is	fascinating	and	filled	
with	examples	of	mis-steps	from	

which	we	also	learn

Key: Where could I be wrong? 
What am I missing?
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From our endeavours we gain insights

“Insights shift us toward a new story, a new 
set of beliefs that are more accurate more 
comprehensive and more useful.” 

Seeing what others don’t the remarkable way we gain insights 
Gary Klein 
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The	pioneers

Their mistakes arose from over-
confidence, lack of access to QI 

tools or team work
Endeavour to understand

led to insights and discoveries 
The current misinterpretations result 

from our mistakes not theirs

That is not 
what he  
meant….

How would 
you know?

I wrote it!
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