
 

Hospitals try high-tech to better inform
patients

November 10 2010, By LINDSEY TANNER , AP Medical Writer

(AP) -- Learning he had prostate cancer floored John Noble. Then came
the prospect of surgery and his overpowering fear of being "put under"
with anesthesia.

Remarkably, he found comfort in a computer. A soothing woman's voice
explained the operation step-by-step, its risks and benefits, and even
answered his questions. Noble's phobia vanished. The operation to
remove his tumor was uneventful and Noble is doing fine.

The 54-year-old Pennsylvania lawyer was aided by an interactive
computer program that is part of a growing trend in health care, helping
patients better understand what they are consenting for the doctor to do.

Proponents say this way of getting informed consent makes patients
partners in decision-making.

Such a system "sends a message that the decisions are truly owned by the
patients," said Dr. Harlan Krumholz, a Yale University heart specialist
and advocate of changing informed consent procedures.

Computer-based informed consent programs are also part of a broader
push for electronic record-keeping that President Barack Obama's
administration has advocated to improve patient safety and curb medical
errors.

The Emmi Solutions program that John Noble watched about prostate
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cancer surgery can be viewed at home, and that's where Noble watched
it.

Shortly after his diagnosis last December, while he was still grappling
with shock and denial, his doctor e-mailed him the program.

"I put off watching it for a while," he said. "Who wants to be filled in on
the facts of the surgery? Ultimately I forced myself to review it when I
was all alone."

By the time he watched it, he felt better prepared mentally than when his
doctor first told him he had cancer.

Noble said his biggest fear "was being knocked out. I was terribly afraid
of it."

As the interactive explained the operation, Noble could pause it and ask
questions or review the information to make sure he understood it.

"It changed my perspective. It removed my fear," he said.

Traditionally, informed consent has involved a conversation with the
doctor and signing medical forms written in tough-to-decipher legalese.

It has a dual purpose: to make sure patients understand risks and
benefits, and to protect hospitals from lawsuits in case something goes
wrong.

Even for someone with a law degree, like Noble, that process can be
dizzying in the emotional aftermath of a scary diagnosis.

Research shows patients often have no clue about what they just signed
and may end up totally uninformed about why a procedure is being

2/5

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/prostate+cancer/


 

recommended or how it might help or hurt them.

Chicago-based Emmi Solutions has developed programs used in more
than 100 hospitals, including the University of Pittsburgh Medical
Center, where Noble had his surgery.

Dialog Medical in Atlanta makes another popular informed consent
program, iMedConsent, used by more than 190 U.S. hospitals. It's
designed for doctors and patients to go over together. Versions written
for patients with a sixth-grade reading level are available.

The Department of Veterans Affairs now requires its doctors to use
iMedConsent programs for all procedures needing informed consent.
The VA estimates it will receive 2.6 million consent forms this year
from patients who used the program.

Dr. Ellen Fox, the VA's chief health care ethics officer, recalls a patient
who watched the program with his doctor before having a repeat test to
see if his bladder cancer was back. Afterward, the man told his doctor he
thought he would be having the same test he had four times before.

It was the same test. "But for the first time, the patient really understood
what was going to be done to him," Fox said.

"In order to make informed choices about health care, patients need
complete and accurate information," Fox said.

"It is ultimately the patient's choice" whether to have a procedure. It's
just that patients may not realize they have a choice. The program helps
make that clear, she said.

The University of Chicago Medical Center recently began requiring new
patients referred for colonoscopies to watch an Emmi program, with
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hopes that it will reduce the no-show rate.

Kristen Miller, 29, an online marketer with an intestinal condition called
Crohn's disease, watched the Emmi program before she had a recent
colonoscopy.

Miller has had previous colon exams and wasn't nervous about the
procedure. But for the inexperienced, she believes it would take away
"the intimidation factor."

Knowing more about the procedure may make it seem less unpleasant,
and better informed patients are more prepared for their treatment, said
Dr. Stephen Hanauer, the hospital's gastroenterology chief.

Research has shown that better informing patients about their care also
can make them less likely to sue if something goes wrong. Still, it's no
guarantee, and computer-based informed consent programs provide an
electronic record that gives hospitals extra ammunition against
malpractice lawsuits.

When patients watch Emmi programs, stopping and starting them to
review information, they create an electronic trail. Hospitals have used
that data in court to argue that patients were informed about specific
risks because they watched portions of the program where risks were
detailed.

Sara Juster, a vice president at Nebraska Methodist Health System, says
that feature may have played a role in a patient's recent decision to drop
a lawsuit against Methodist Hospital in Omaha.

The patient had sued over a shoulder injury her baby suffered during
childbirth, a problem her first child also had encountered. The woman
had watched an Emmi program detailing risks for the injury, but claimed
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she had not been informed, Juster said.

The hospital had electronic documentation, so the woman dropped her
suit.

Juster said most of the system's obstetricians give pregnant patients
"prescriptions" to watch Emmi programs about labor and delivery.
Within the past eight years, obstetrics-related suits against the system's
hospitals have dropped by half, from about 12 a year to six.

  More information:
Emmi Solutions: http://www.emmisolutions.com 

Dialog Medical: http://www.dialogmedical.com

Foundation for Informed Medical Decision Making: 
http://www.informedmedicaldecisions.org/
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