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Patients Need Better Instructions

Before They Leave Hospital Care

A new study finds that 78 per cent of patients discharged from hospital emergency rooms are unclear about some element of their condition or treatment,  and more than one third don’t fully understand how to take care of themselves at home.

“E.R. Patients Often Leave Confused After Visits,” a  New York Times  story by Laurie Tarkan, reports on a study published by the Annals of Emergency Medicine. Researchers interviewed 140 English-speaking patients or their care-givers after discharge from emergency rooms in two Michigan healthcare organizations. They asked about the patients’ diagnosis, emergency treatment, post-discharge care, and  instructions for follow-up care.  The researchers concluded  that 78 percent of those interviewed had inadequate understanding in at last one of those areas, and 51 percent were unclear about two areas. Only 15 percent were confused about their diagnosis, but 34 percent did not understand how to care for themselves after leaving the hospital. 

Patients who haven’t understood have been typically dismissed as “noncompliant”, but transitions out of the hospital are increasingly viewed as a priority area for national  research and attention. The story notes that some 18 percent of  Medicare patients discharged from hospitals are re-admitted within the next 30 days. Several studies have found that following directions and taking medications as prescribed reduces overall healthcare costs.  

Dr. Rade Vukmir, an emergency physician at the University of Pittsburgh  and a spokesman for the American College of Emergency Physicians,  suggests a “dual discharge” effort—after a physician talks to a patient about treatment plans and follow-up care, a nurse should follow with computerized discharge instructions.  


Dr. Eric Coleman, director of the Care Transitions Program at the University of Colorado,  has studied care transitions and the communications that would improve them. In an editorial in September/October 2007 issue of the Journal of Hospital Medicine, Coleman suggests several steps to help patients better understand their conditions and self-care.  He notes one study that showed post-discharge communication with older patients was appreciated by patients and helped doctors gain insights on patients’ informational needs. He also recommends specific instructions on follow-up care and treatment. For example, he says, timing for follow up care could be based on evidence based risk assessment. High risk patients would be encouraged to get follow up care in 24 to 72 hours,  while it might be safe for lower-risk patients to wait two to three weeks for an appointment. 

Avoidable post-discharge difficulties mean misery for patients and trouble for hospitals. One Medicare Payment Advisory Commission report found that 75 percent of all 30-day readmissions of Medicare patients could have been avoided, and that doing so could save $12 billion a year.  The Commission has recommended reducing payment to hospitals with extremely high readmission rates, and has asked Medicare to allow hospitals to reward doctors who help prevent the need for readmissions.
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Social Physics-A Revolutionary Way of Thinking

Guest: Mark Buchanan, Darren Stanley and Roger Lewin
Mark Buchanan, PhD is a theoretical physicist and an associate editor at Complexus, a journal on biocomplexity, and a guest columnist for The New York Times.   The ideas of his recent book The Social Atom, are explored in his blog, a collection of provocative and engaging online essays in which he suggests that the laws of physics go a long way toward explaining human behavior. Mike Davis, author of Ecology of Fear and Planet of Slums, calls Buchanan a “brilliant provocateur” who poses “a disturbing challenge to all of us who think we understand something about the logic of social action and the patterns of history.”  He is a former editor of the international journal of science, Nature, and the popular science magazine New Scientist. He is an American currently living in Cambridgeshire, England.   He has written numerous magazine and newspaper articles, and the books Ubiquity, Why Catastrophes Happen, and Nexus: Small Worlds and the Groundbreaking Theory of Networks.  Buchanan explores modern physics and the ideas of quantum theory and emphasizes the importance of self-organization and complexity science in natural and human systems.  He presents a broad range of difficult material, without equations, in brisk and entertaining language laymen can understand.  Darren Stanley, PhD, is Assistant Professor in the Faculty of Education at the University of Windsor in Windsor, Ontario, Canada. He is a teacher-educator in the faculty's pre-service program where he holds class on elementary school mathematics methods and content for soon-to-be teachers entering the field. He also teaches curriculum theory and development  in the faculty's graduate program. He is the author of a number of referred journal articles and book chapters - mostly on complexity, healthy learning organizations, mathematics pedagogy, and democracy and eco-justice. Roger Lewin, PhD is a prize-winning author of twenty popular science books. His book Complexity: Life at the Edge of Chaos holds the honor of being voted one of the top 100 science books for the 20th century. For ten years he was News Editor of Science Magazine. He speaks to corporations, associations and at national conferences on complexity and business. He is also a member of the Complexity Research Group at the London School of Economics. 
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