
LocalUrology TESTS & VISITS

The urology diagnostic ladder: which tests you need, and
why
Every test answers one part of the problem and has a blind spot, so the best workup collects the right

information in the right order rather than every possible fact. The diagnostic ladder moves from your

story to examination, simple measurement, detailed testing and tissue only when the next step can

change what you and your urologist do.

Figure 4.1. The Urologic Diagnostic Ladder. The clinical question determines which tests are needed and their order. Tests may be skipped

or reordered even without an emergency. Use the least burdensome test that can answer the next important question.

Key points

Ask what uncertainty a test will reduce and how each possible result would change the plan.

The history is the first diagnostic instrument, and contradictions in it are often the key clue.

A diary, a residual measurement and a flow test can answer questions no scanner can.

Not every patient needs every rung; an emergency can skip ahead, and prior testing can shorten the

climb.

A normal result means the test did not find what it measures; it does not erase the symptom.

A failed treatment is diagnostic information, and the ladder should always end in a decision.



Get prompt care if you notice

Sudden severe testicular pain

Fever with a blocked kidney

Clots blocking the bladder (clot retention) or

heavy bleeding

Sudden inability to urinate

Questions to ask your urologist

What question will this test answer, and how

could the result change my treatment?

What are this test’s limitations or blind spots?

Is there a less burdensome way to get the

information we need?

What are the risks of testing compared with

the risks of waiting?

What will we do if the result is normal but my

symptoms continue?

Find a urologist near you: localurology.com · Adapted from A Urology Consult in a Book by David Shusterman, MD, board-certified

urologist. General information, not medical advice. Talk with your own doctor about your situation.


