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How Much Is Enough

A New York Times columnist recently asked the question:
"Are patients swimming in a sea of health information?
Or are they drowning in it?"

She pointed out that the rise of the Internet, along with
thousands of health-oriented Web sites, medical blogs and even
doctor-based television and radio programs, means that today's
patients have more opportunities than ever to take charge of
their medical care.

The daily bombardment of news reports and drug
advertising offers little guidance on how to make sense of self-
proclaimed medical breakthroughs and claims of worrisome
risks. And doctors, the people best equipped to guide us through
these murky waters, are finding themselves with less time to
spend with their patients.

But patients hare gaining more by decoding the latest health
news and researching their own medical care.

"I don't think people have a choice – it's mandatory," said
Dr. Marisa Weiss, a breast oncologist in Pennsylvania who
founded the Web site breastcancer.org. "The time you have
with your doctor is getting progressively shorter, yet there's so
much more to talk about. You have to prepare for this important
meeting."

Whether a patient is trying to make sense of the latest health
news or she or he has a diagnosis of a serious illness, the basic
rules of health research are the same. From interviews with
doctors and patients, here are the most important steps to take
in a search for medical answers.  You may want to add this list,
from the New York Times, in your community newsletter:

Determine your information personality.
Information gives some people a sense of control. For

others, it's overwhelming.
Dr. Michael Fisch, interim chairman of general oncology

for the University of Texas M. D. Anderson Cancer Center,
says that before patients embark on a quest for information,
they need to think about their goals and how they might react
to information overload.

"Just like with medicine, you have to ask yourself what
dose you can take," he said. "For some people, more information
makes them wackier, while others get more relaxed and feel
more empowered."

The goal is to find an M.D., not become one.
Often patients begin a medical search hoping to discover a

breakthrough medical study or a cure buried on the Internet.
But even the best medical searches don't always give you the
answers. Instead, they lead you to doctors who can provide
you with even more information.

Keep statistics in perspective.
Patients researching their health often come across

frightening statistics. Statistics can give you a sense of overall
risk, but they shouldn't be the deciding factor in your care.

Don't limit yourself to the Web.
There's more to decoding your health than the Web. Along

with your doctor, your family, other patients and support groups
can be resources. So can the library.

Tell your doctor about your research.
Often patients begin a health search because their own

doctors don't seem to have the right answers.
Although some doctors may discourage patients from doing

their own research, many say they want to be included in the
process.

Dr. Shalom Kalnicki, chairman of Radiation Oncology at
the Montefiore-Einstein Cancer Center, says he tries to guide
his patients, explaining the importance of peer-reviewed
information to help them filter out less reliable advice. He also
encourages them to call or e-mail him with questions as they
"study their own case."

"We need to help them sort through it, not discourage the
use of information," he said. "We have to acknowledge that
patients do this research. It's important that instead of fighting
against it, that we join them and become their coaches in the
process."

PHNS is an innovative healthcare services company providing strategic outsourcing
services in information technology, health information management and receivables
management to over 400 hospitals.  PHNS is not a consultant, vendor or software company
but a partner, a solution.  PHNS understands healthcare because our partners are

About

healthcare and healthcare only.  Unlike its competitors, PHNS strategically aligns itself with a hospital's clinical and
financial goals and objectives.  Through its unique business model, PHNS reduces costs by aggregating, consolidating
and sharing resources among its participating hospital partners.  PHNS helps hospitals manage information systems,
computer technology, patient records, coding and patient billing to improve patient care, safety and efficiency and
increase profitability and efficiency.  For more information, visit www.phns.com.
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