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―…communication extends all 

the way from the intimate 

interaction between a 

clinician and a patient, to the 

most public dissemination of 

information.‖

Harvey Fineberg, MD, PhD

President, 

Institute of Medicine

Former Dean, 

Harvard School of Public 

Health

How Crucial is Communication in 

Healthcare?
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Many Reasons for Collaboration

 Sharing and co-creating knowledge

 Learning

 Negotiating

 Building consensus
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Many Transitions Across Care Continuum …

Home / Self-care

Inpatient CareEmergency Care

Ambulatory Care Post-acute Care
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Collaborative Planning Improves Care Transitions

“Transition Planning” manages transitions in care

Admission

Admission 
Planning

Discharge 
or Transfer 
Planning
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Two Types of Connections

Deliver the right 

information to the 

right person for the 

right patient at 

the right time

Connect to the right 

person about the right 

patient at the right time
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Connected Life 
Sciences and 

Research

Connected 
Hospital

Connected 
Clinician

Connected Health 
Information 
Exchanges

Connected 
Health

Authorities

Connected 
Patient

Connected 
Public Health

Connected 
Funder
or Payer

Human Connections are as Important 

as Data Connections in Healthcare
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Many Tools for Communication… 
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…Yet Reaching People is Difficult

66% Search more than

one channel to reach staff

84%  Time spent trying to 

reach staff impacts patient care

65%  20-60+ min / shift

just trying to reach staff

Source: Forrester Research, February 2006

“Every minute engaged in tracking and locating others
reduces a nurse’s availability for the patient.”
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Other Research

 > 50% pages received by first-year medical residents were 
considered non-urgent and frequently interrupted the care interns 
were delivering to a patient at the time (Katz M.H., Schroeder 
S.A., NEJM 1988. 319:4)

 Hospital clinicians made successful connection 74% of the time, 
and ¼ of the calls associated with determining who needed to be 
contacted for a specific situation (Coiera E., Tombs V., BMJ 
February 28, 1998)

 The value of high quality communication systems and processes 
measured in Buckles and Herrin 2007,  and Kuruzovich et al. 
2010.
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Negative Outcomes of Communication 

Bottlenecks

Process Negative Outcomes

Care delivery  Doctors/nurses see fewer patients, difficulty in tracking patient

 Length of stay increases

 Delay in delivery of medicine and  receipt of test results

 Duplicate tests

 Patient satisfaction decreases

Discharge  Can not find appropriate discharge planning stakeholders

 Length of stay increases

 Loss of information, resulting in potential non-compliance with recovery regimen

Specialty Consultation  Time wasted locating specialist

 Suboptimal use of expertise

Billing/ Reimbursement  Reimbursement timeframe extended

 Non-reimbursed care if standards are not met

Ad hoc teaming  Limited new knowledge generation

 Reduced quality of care

Overall

 Lost productivity

 Length of stay increases

 Loss of information and quality in health outcomes

 Negative effect on patient satisfaction

 Increased costs
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Communications Lapses 

Contribute to 70% of “Sentinel Events”

Statistics on Root Causes of Sentinel Events

Root Causes Root Causes

Source: the Joint Commission

 Sentinel events are unexpected occurrences involving death, or 
serious injury

 Top sentinel events include wrong site surgery, medication errors, 
delay in treatment
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Impact of Communication in Hospital

Efficiency of Resource 

Utilization

Effectiveness of Core 

Operations

Quality of Work Life

Service Quality

Physician Time

Nurse Time

Length of Stay

Medical Errors

Stress

Job Satisfaction

Patient Experience

Agarwal R, Sands DZ, Diaz J. J Healthcare Management 55:4 2010.
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>US$25 

Billion

The Cost of Communication Challenges

Efficiency

Safety

Satisfaction

Agarwal R, Sands DZ, Diaz J. J Healthcare Management 55:4 2010.
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Economic Burden of Poor Communication

US Hospitals Dollars Annually

Wasted Physician Communication $835 Million

Wasted Nurse Communication $4.95 Billion

Wasted Length of Stay $6.59 Billion

TOTAL $12.38 Billion

Typical 500-bed hospital wastes $4.59 million/year 

Agarwal R, Sands DZ, Diaz J. J Healthcare Management 55:4 2010.
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Operating Margin Falls as ALOS Rises

Average length-of-stay by operating income (2006-2008)
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Source: Thomson Reuters ACTION O-I Comparative Database
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Connecting with Patients: 

e-Communication

 e-Communication includes encrypted 
e-mail or, more commonly, secure 
web messaging

 e-Communication can provide 
an efficient means of communication 
because it is asynchronous

 This is cost-effective and benefits 
both patients and physicians

Sources: Kane B, Sands DZ, JAMIA 1998. Delbanco T, Sands DZ, NEJM 2004.
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Communication Using Video

 Adds video to telephone calls

 Three different video technologies:

– IP telephone or soft phone w/ webcam (e.g., Skype, iChat, 
WebEx)

– Dedicated video phone

– Dedicated video conferencing unit or TelePresence

 Enhances verbal communication with visual queues
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Web-based Collaboration

 Adds desktop/application sharing to IP video telephony

 Permits:

– Sharing and annotation of documents, images, or videos

– Presentations

– Collaborative document 
development
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Increasing Effectiveness While 

Decreasing Complexity

 Simplicity

 Effectiveness

 Simplicity

? Effectiveness

 Simplicity

 Effectiveness

Unified Communications
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Changing the Way We Work

―We are looking to technology to reduce administrative costs as well as direct care 
delivery costs… Collaboration plays an important role in both strategies.‖

— Terry Bayer, Chief Operating Officer, Molina Healthcare

Text Voice, Video
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IM
TelePresence

Unified 

Communications

Vmail

Discussion Forums

Video on 

Demand

Wikis Blogs Contact

Center

Conferencing

Social Networking
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Attributes of Technology Channels

Technology Synchronous? Information Density

Telephone  

E-messaging  

Text messaging/IM /  

Remote monitoring  

Telemedicine  (usually) 

Advanced Telemedicine  

Office visit  
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Optimizing Personnel

Patient 

Self-care

Counselor/

Educator

Clinical 

Nurse

NP/PA Physician

Telephone

E-messaging

Text 

messaging/IM

Remote 

monitoring

Telemedicine

Advanced 

Telemedicine

Face-to-face visit

 Different personnel can provide care

 Each has attributes

 Each should practice at ―top of their license‖

 Can add others to this list, even perhaps, 
Watson…
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Optimizing Channel and Personnel

Patient 

Self-care

Counselor/

Educator

Clinical 

Nurse

NP/PA Physician

Telephone

E-messaging

Text 

messaging/IM

Remote 

monitoring

Telemedicine

Advanced 

Telemedicine

Face-to-face visit
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http://www.patientsite.org 
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Mail:

Secure

Automated routing

Task assignment

Services:

Prescription refills

Appointment requests

Referrals

View bill

Records:

Secure

All CG records

Upcoming appointments

Meds/Problems/Results… 

Personal records

Education:

Info prescriptions

Patient selected links

Predefined collections

Videos
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54M Consultant with HTN, Hyperlipidemia

This is too cool. It's almost SILLY 
that things can be this easy. I am 
having a very good patient/customer 
experience so far.
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61M Minister with DM and Chronic Pain

I have a lot of medical issues. This 
email system has left me feeling 
comfortable and in good hands! 
Otherwise, I would feel as cold, 
depleted, and alone, as the lifeless 
tree in my front yard in the deepest 
of winter!
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Twitter: “Microblogging”
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“We met online.”
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What are Social Networks?

 Illuminate our social 
and professional 
networks

 Expand our 
communication 
options

 Provide context and 
meaning to our 
communication

 Validate who we are 
through our 
associations
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Medical Professional Social Networks
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Patient Network Plus: 

SHARE
Patients’ sharing detailed 
health data is what makes 
our communities special. 
This information is the basis 
of the PatientsLikeMe
network and validates each 
individual

LEARN
The shared information creates 

a new knowledge about the 
real world treatment, 

symptoms, and reality of living 
with illness. Patients learn about 
their disease and themselves in 

context of the community

FIND
Patients’ find other patients like 

them. They discover what 
options are available for 

treatment and if their experience 
with their disease is normal. They 
can reach out to others like them 

for advice and insight.
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Social Network Analysis

By Nicholas A. Christakis and James H. Fowler
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 Human connections as important as data connections
– Collaborations are key!

 Communication inefficiencies are costly

 Many newer tools for connecting and collaborating
– Must study impact of these technologies

 Collaborations can improve care of patients
– Considering patients as collaborators yields benefits

– Need more data to support

Conclusions
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Questions?

dzsands@cisco.com

Twitter: @DrDannySands

http://www.facebook.com/DrDannySands 

http://www.linkedin.com/in/DannySands 


