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Staying Connected in an Unconnected Health System

CASE EXAMPLE: ELDERLY PATIENT
Septuagenarian Anders Field loves the fact that he is only a few keystrokes away from his trusted doctor, Steven Lane. Thanks to an e-health service his Palo Alto, Calif. doctor’s office offers patients, the 76-year-old semi-retired developer maintains his valued physician relationship even though he now spends most of his time several hours away from the San Francisco Bay area. Field also feels the service helps keep him safe, saves him time and keeps his other care providers in the loop, particularly a cardiologist not affiliated with Lane’s office.  

“It’s important to me because it permits me to continue a long-term relationship with Dr. Lane that I’ve had now for almost eight years,” says the affable Field. “While I can visit Dr. Lane during my visits to the Bay Area, I can communicate online with him any time, sending him emails, prescription renewal requests and requesting additional advice as I get various health conditions—flu, upset stomach—the kinds of things that do not necessitate a doctor visit.

“The physician/patient relationship is a very close one, and one that takes time for the patient to develop a level of confidence in their physician,” Field says. “It also takes a physician time to learn the background and medical history of a patient and the propensity of the patient to develop certain types of illnesses. I am very comfortable and very at ease having Dr. Lane and his colleagues a few key strokes away from me.” 

Keeping Patients Safe

Palo’s Alto Medical Foundation PAMFOnline service (www.pamfonline.org) lets Field instantly and securely message Lane with any health problems or questions, view his key health records and test results on his computer, and even renew prescriptions or access trusted health information. In addition to being a vital component in the continuity of Field’s care, the system ensures the he receives efficient and safe care. 

“I just emailed Dr. Lane a couple of days ago, as two of my medicines are being combined by the pharmaceutical company into one pill. I thought that sounds interesting, it comes in different dosages and I could get a pill that meets my dosages,” Field says. “So I just sent him a quick little e-mail mentioning I had seen this on television, and, is this a pill that we should consider? By taking it as a substitute for two pills I will take one pill. By the end of the day, I received an e-mail back from him saying that he had automatically placed an order for my prescription with the pharmacy here up in the mountains.”

What’s more, Field, who has a history of heart ailments, is able to retrieve his lab tests—displaying them in both chart and graph form—so he can monitor these important health markers and rest assured that the medications and the regime his doctors recommend is working for him. The information can be sent electronically to both his cardiologist and Dr. Lane, keeping them apprised of Field’s condition.  

“This is very important for me personally, but it is also important for my cardiologist, who is not associated with the Palo Alto Medical Foundation, to have routine updates on my blood chemistry, particularly the cardio panel,” Field says. 

But it’s the little things the system does that help Field and other patients. One time, when Field was becoming hyper-acidic, he shot off an e-mail to his doctor, explaining his symptoms, including heartburn. His physician e-mailed Field back, asking a few more questions, before ultimately telling his patient to take some antacid. 

“In the old days, I would have gone to see my doctor in San Francisco and he would have said it sounds like you have been doing too much and putting yourself under too much strain, and blah, blah, blah. Take an antacid, take it easy, which he did. But that would mean I would have had to have a doctor’s visit.”   

Palo Alto Medical Foundation is part of the Northern California Sutter Health system. PAMF Online has a clinical version of the patient record as well, keeping far-flung Sutter facilities connected electronically. This allows a doctor in a Sutter facility in Sacramento to pull up a patient record from a facility elsewhere in California on behalf of a patient. In California, like other regions of the nation, there are efforts underway to tie different systems together, to better serve all patients. 
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