DOING IT BETTER

The VA leads the way in electronic innovations

By Tony Scalzi, RN, BA, BSN
Putting research into practice

THREE OF THE BIGGEST challenges now facing health care in the United States are reducing preventable errors, improving communication among health care providers and facilities, and controlling the cost of medical care. Would you believe that one solution addresses all of these issues—and that the U.S. government is a leader in implementing it? Innovations in electronic record keeping made by the Veterans Administration (VA) have dramatically improved communication and patient safety within the VA system without increasing costs. (See Kudos for VA innovations.) In this article, I’ll highlight key features and discuss how they improve patient care.

VistA improves prospects

The VA’s electronic health care record system is called Veterans Health Information Systems and Technology Architecture (VistA). The central application within VistA is called the Computerized Patient Record System (CPRS). This Windows-based system, used nationally since 1998, has software for recording all clinical and administrative patient information, including laboratory results, pharmacy orders, radiology and medical graphs, electrocardiograms, nursing and physician notes, and order entry. The CPRS organizes and presents all relevant data about a patient that clinicians need to support clinical decision making at the point of care. The tools menu of CPRS also links to electronic resources such as Micromedex (pharmacy database), Krames On-Demand (patient-education materials), and other features. The VA also has an automated system called the Bar Code Medication Administration system that uses wireless point-of-care technology with a bar-code scanner. The system can dramatically reduce administration errors by validating medications and verifying patient identity.

Far-flung network

The VA health system serves more than 5 million veterans at 1,300 sites of care, including 156 medical centers and over 800 outpatient clinics and 136 nursing homes. Most VA medical records are digitized, so a veteran’s critical information isn’t scattered in different locations, regardless of where he moves or how often he travels. Because of the VA’s remote access capability, a veteran’s entire past and current medical records are at the fingertips of the health care team throughout the VA system, no matter where he is. Suppose, for example, a veteran who lives in Boston needs emergency care while visiting in Atlanta. The health care team at the Atlanta VA can access his medical records instantly and won’t need to duplicate lab tests or X-rays. With CPRS, several staff members can simultaneously review an X-ray or file in more than one location. Electronic records also reduce the need for paper and its handling and storage, saving time and money.

The VA’s electronic health record system has largely eliminated errors stemming from lost medical records. Outside the VA system, one in every seven hospital admissions is caused by the lack of a medical record (insufficient information at the point of care) and 20% of all lab tests are repeated because the health care provider can’t access the results. With its electronic medical record system, the VA has set the national benchmark in quality of care, while keeping the cost of care per patient the same for the past 10 years.1

Improving clinical care

The CPRS has Clinical Reminders that are one key to the VA’s success in improving patient-care outcomes. This reminder system alerts health care providers when an intervention is due or a test is required and automatically places a note in the patient’s medical record. Additionally, VA administrators can pull data on the performance of individual health care providers and compare them across facilities and regions using the Clinical Reminder sys-

www.nursing2007.com September | Nursing2007 | 26
tem. This system also provides evidence-based guidelines to make sure that clinicians give care according to best practices. For instance, VistA has helped the VA save 6,000 lives by improving the rate of pneumococcal vaccination among veterans with emphysema, cutting hospitalizations for pneumonia by one half and reducing costs by $40 million per year.1

Getting personal

Last year, the VA launched My HealtheVet, a personal health record accessible through a secure Web-based application that optimizes health care involvement, participation, and awareness for veterans and their families, clinicians, and other VA employees. Users can build their own personal health record by entering information such as prescription medications, blood pressure, blood glucose and cholesterol levels, body weight, and military health

history. With My HealtheVet, veterans receiving health care at a VA medical center can order prescriptions online, apply for VA benefits and services, access the VA Health Education Library at no cost, and read online journals and military health history. 
Hurricanes test the system

Many residents who fled the Gulf Coast because of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita left behind vital health records. But the medical records of 40,000 veterans in the area were almost immediately available to clinicians across the country, even though the Gulfport (Miss.) VA Medical Center was destroyed and the New Orleans (La.) VA Medical Center was evacuated and closed. Veterans who evacuated the area could resume their treatment, refill their prescriptions, and get the care they needed at other VA facilities because their medical records remained accessible.

Follow the leader

The VA has led the way in improving patient outcomes through electronic record keeping while keeping costs steady. Now it’s time for other health care systems to follow the VA’s lead and start using electronic health records. ‹›
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KUDOS FOR VA INNOVATIONS

By Tony Scalzi, RN, BA, BSN

The VA’s model system of electronic records won the prestigious Innovations in American Government

Award in 2006. The annual award, which honors excellence and creativity in the public sector, is sponsored by

Harvard University’s Ash Institute for Democratic Governance and Innovation at the John F. Kennedy

School of Government and administered in partnership with the Council of Excellence in Government.

Also in 2006, six VA medical centers were recognized on the nation’s “100 Most Wired Hospitals” list. The list

came from results of a survey developed and compiled by Hospitals and Health Networks Magazine, which

focused on how hospitals use information technologies for quality, customer service, public health and safety, business

processes, and work force issues.
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