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SSRC-Path is a step forward in clarifying discrepancy in pathology reports
ALI AMIN, MD

Modifying phrases are phrases used by pathologists to 
express diagnostic uncertainty (i.e. Suspicious for, Cannot 
be excluded, Consistent with, Suggestive of, Favor, Diag-
nostic of, etc.). These are often used in pathology reports 
(about 10% of pathology reports in Brown-affiliated hospi-
tals). Despite the common assumption that every health-
care provider’s interpretation of a pathology report is similar 
to that of the pathologist who issued the report, a study in  
the Brown University Affiliated Hospitals revealed a signifi-
cant discrepancy in comprehension of modifying phrases in 
pathology reports between pathologists and non-pathology 
providers and among different groups of non-pathology spe-
cialties. For example, we noticed that phrases like Suggestive 
of, Probably, Favor and Likely are subject to be interpreted as 
conveying higher than intended certainty by non-pathology  
providers. This may result in offering definite therapy in 
cases when significant uncertainty in diagnosis exists. This 
miscommunication can result in a type of medical error 
that is avoidable. In our study, we noticed that there is no 
universal understanding about the existence of miscommu-
nications, their causes, or solutions to clarify them. It is 
prudent that healthcare providers are more vigilant about 
modifying phrases in the pathology reports, and when con-
fronting phrases with certainty level <80% (i.e. Compatible 
with, Typical of, In keeping with, Likely, Favor, Suggestive 
of, Suspicious for, Probably, Possibly, Reminiscent of, Can-
not exclude, Questionable for, Equivocal and Appearance 
approaching), make an attempt to communicate the situa-
tion with the reporting pathologist to come up with a plan to 
obviate the ambiguity. This approach can be labor intensive.

In the pathology department of Brown University, and as 
an effort to elaborate on uncertainty in pathology reports, 
we recently introduced a standard reporting system called 
Standardized Scheme of Reporting Certainty in Pathology 

Reports (SSRC-Path).1 The new scheme is intended to be 
added to the biopsy reports in situations when there is diag-
nostic uncertainty. The report will include a SSRC-Path 
score for the case, a table of modifying phrases with assigned 
numerical certainty level as well as recommendations for 
the provider on how to deal with the uncertainty; whether 
or not a definite treatment should be offered (Table 1). This 
is a scheme similar to the system used in reporting organic 
radiology findings (i.e. BI-RADS), and is believed to improve 
the effective communication of pathological findings and 
obviate the need for additional communication. It is of note 
that the list of modifying phrases provided in SSRC-Path is 
not exclusive. Although we discourage pathologists from 
using ambiguous modifying phrases, it is advisable that they 
add other modifying phrases that are popular in their region 
to the table with proper explanation. v
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SSRC-path Level of certainty (CL) Modifying phrase Recommendations

5 100% None No uncertainty

4 99%<CL>80% Diagnostic of, Consistent with, Characteristic of, Indicative of High certainty, definite treatment is offered

3 79%<CL>50% Compatible with, Typical of, In keeping with Additional workup recommended before 
definite treatment

2 49%<CL>30% Likely, Favor, Suggestive of and Suspicious for Additional workup mandatory before definite 
treatment

1 CL<29% Probably, Possibly, Reminiscent of, Appearance approaching, 
Cannot be excluded, Questionable for and Equivocal

Very low certainty, Additional workup 
mandatory before definite treatment

Table 1. Recommended Standardized Scheme of Reporting Certainty in Pathology Reports (SSRC-Path).  

The table will be provided with any biopsy report containing uncertainty.
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