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Can You Hear Me Now?
A study finds many wireless networks are problematic for hospital-based nurses. How can IT fix those problems?

By Mark McGraw

In just about any workplace, you hear a lot of talk about the importance of communication and teamwork.

Nowhere are those two concepts more critical than in health care. In a hospital, a breakdown in communication among staff members
likely means a breakdown in patient care, which can bear disastrous, even fatal, results.

For nurses, being able to quickly and effectively communicate with patients and fellow care team members is especially crucial.

In theory, wireless communication networks are supposed to make it easier for nurses to do just that. If a recent survey is any
indication, however, significant communication problems exist for many hospital-based nurses at the point of care.

In the survey, Spyglass Consulting Group conducted more than 100 interviews with nurses working in acute care and home health
nursing environments nationwide. According to a majority of the nurses polled, incompatible wireless networks are actually making
their jobs more difficult.

"Hospitals are purchasing communications solutions from different vendors requiring different mobile handsets that operate over
different wireless frequencies," said Gregg Malkary, managing director of Spyglass.

"Nurses are forced to carry multiple communication devices to address specific job functions and responsibilities. Critical messages,
non-critical messages and spam are frequently interspersed on the same or different devices, making it difficult to filter, manage and
prioritize communications from team members."

It may be time for many health care facilities to rethink their wireless network systems, and the IT department must collaborate with
nursing staff to understand their workflow issues and how wireless communications can help resolve those problems, Malkary recently
told ADVANCE.

Design issues
Flawed network design may be at the root of many nurses' wireless communication problems, according to Malkary.

A majority of nurses seem to agree. Seventy-one percent of the hospital-based nurses responding to the Spyglass survey said that
wireless networks at their facilities were poorly designed, resulting in coverage gaps, wireless interference and overloaded access
points.

Indeed, many wireless networks are not optimized to adequately support nurses at the point of care, Malkary said.

"Networks need to have uniform coverage throughout the facility, which requires adequate bandwidth capacity," he said. "You
frequently find you're overloading some access points in certain parts of the hospital, and in other areas you have no coverage at all.
You walk across the hospital floor and you might have varying levels of coverage."

Insufficient coverage can result in dropped data and voice connections, which makes it difficult for nurses to document patient care at
the bedside or communicate with team members, Malkary pointed out.

For nurses, dropped communications translate to inefficiency and, ultimately, poorer care, he continued.

"A nurse can use wireless technology to document patient care and make [patient] assessments, which can take a half-hour to an
hour. A dropped connection could mean a loss of data for that time [or longer]. That's devastating.

http://health-care-it.advanceweb.com Page 1 of 3



Can You Hear Me Now? on ADVANCE for Health Information Executives

"So if you're a nurse," Malkary asked, "are you going to want to utilize that solution again? Or maybe you're using voice-over Internet
protocol [VolP] to communicate with other team members, but the communication is unintelligible, which could result in medical errors."

Beyond increasing the likelihood of medical mistakes, ineffective wireless communication can also lead to potential HIPAA violations,
"because now you're talking about [patients'] issues in front of other patients or in front of patients' families," he said. "That's a very big
issue."

It's about the money

Logistically, structural issues within some hospitals -- asbestos in the ceiling, rebar in the walls -- make retrofitting wireless technology
a challenge in itself, Malkary said.

"That makes it difficult," he noted. "And a lot of organizations aren't spending upfront to do an appropriate evaluation of the hospital
environment or how to use the technology. That's really a big deal, and why we have such bad performance."

Still, many hospitals have invested in point-of-care communications in an effort to provide nurses greater mobility to perform their jobs
more effectively, the survey noted. In fact, 66 percent of the nurses interviewed reported their organizations had deployed VolP-based
communications.

In many cases, however, those deployments have been focused on specific departments and limited distribution of VolP handsets to
key nursing personnel.

There may be a simple explanation as to why more facilities haven't opted for a single wireless technology solution throughout the
organization.

"It's expensive," Malkary said. "To look at communication and invest in wireless technology on an organizational level is an expensive
proposition."

Money may be the primary factor, but workflow issues are another concern.

The clear majority of responding nurses said they thought VolP communications can be disruptive at the point of care for the nurse
who receives phone calls from team members while performing patient procedures or treatments.

Rather, many nurses opt to carry their own cell phones at work, which is likely not sanctioned by the hospital, Malkary said.

But, ultimately, "you need different devices for different job responsibilities, or to communicate with different [departments]," he added.
"If I'm part of the emergency response team, | might have a different pager than someone else in my department, even though it would
make sense to use just one device."

Given such concerns, many health care facilities would be better served to put one infrastructure in place "that services the needs of
all these different networks. You need to have guaranteed coverage, adequate bandwidth and the appropriate personnel -- the IT
department -- to manage the network."

Understanding needs

In the end, successful deployment of point-of-care communications depends largely on the collaboration between IT and the nursing
staff during the design phase of the IT project, Malkary said.

"That [collaboration] should be happening in all organizations, but, believe it or not, it doesn't happen often," he explained.

"Clinicians understand clinical workflow but they don't understand the technology. The IT department understands the technology, but
doesn't understand clinical workflow."

A relatively new discipline, however, can bridge the gap between those two departments, and may become a valuable ally for health IT
in years to come, Malkary continued.

"An area called clinical informatics utilizes nurses who understand both," he said. "They're starting to gain prominence in hospitals
throughout the country, in helping to bring technology to bear at the point of care."

Indeed, the chief nursing informatics officer (CNIO) can act as a liaison across the enterprise for nursing and other clinical processes,
building relationships between the CIO's organization and other areas such as nursing, and working with the CIO to solve operational
problems.

For an IT executive looking to improve wireless communication throughout the facility, the first steps are to evaluate the organization's
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current network, find out where gaps exist and implement the wireless technology necessary to close those gaps, Malkary concluded.

"Ideally, you want to take a holistic approach," he said. "Ask yourself, "What sort of information do health care workers such as nurses
need at the point of care to share with other departments?’

"Find out upfront what the problems are, and then figure out what technology can be used to solve those problems."

Mr. McGraw is associate editor at ADVANCE. He can be reached at mmcgraw@advanceweb.com.
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