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I N D E X O F

A D V E R T I S E R S

EHR Interfaces May Increase Likelihood of Errors
B Y  PAT R I C E  W E N D L I N G

Chicago Bureau

L O S A N G E L E S —  Electronic health
records have been proposed as one way to
reduce medical errors, but their design
can contribute to errors as well, Melonie
Nance, M.D., said at the annual meeting of
the American Academy of Otolaryngolo-
gy–Head and Neck Surgery Foundation.

“The way doctors work, and the way we
think about patient problems and diseases

is often completely mismatched with the
way things are presented in electronic
records,” Dr. Nance, a resident, said in an
interview.

Dr. Nance and her colleagues at the Uni-
versity of Pittsburgh analyzed two cases of
preventable medical errors that occurred in
part because of computer interface design.
In neither case did the error lead to patient
injury, thus both were “near misses.”

In the first case, a resident reviewed the
pathology report of an operative biopsy pri-

or to a composite resection and noted that
the diagnosis was squamous cell carcinoma,
but failed to recognize that the date of the
biopsy was from the previous year.

In the electronic record used, multiple
pathology reports were displayed on the
same screen. Further, pathology and op-
erative reports were stored in separate cat-
egories and were not linked, even though
both reports resulted from the same pro-
cedure. The problem consisted of both
time-line and data-fragmentation errors.

Rather than presenting critical data in a
way that links related information, the
electronic record in this case had recreat-
ed a problem seen with traditional paper
files where information is stored by data
type, Dr. Nance said.

Standardized time lines, unambiguous
links between related information, and
data organized by problem are all poten-
tial solutions to this problem, Dr. Nance
said. For example, pathology reports of a
head and neck cancer should be displayed
with other information about the specific
cancer, whereas reports of a liver biopsy
should be linked to other information

about the pa-
tient’s liver dis-
ease.

In the second
case, a patient
was discharged
in acute renal
failure 30 min-
utes after the re-
nal failure had
been noted and
documented by
the critical care
fellow. The fel-
low had entered
the diagnosis

into the electronic record at the end of a
lengthy note but had not communicated
the information to the otolaryngology res-
ident who discharged the patient. The er-
ror was discovered quickly and the patient
was readmitted 2 hours later.

The primary problem in this case was
that data entry was mistaken for thorough
communication. Critical patient informa-
tion was hidden from the discharging
physician and the record contained exces-
sive information.

Dr. Nance and her colleagues suggest-
ed that a severity scale could be used to
bring attention to important information
such as abnormal lab data. Copied-and-
pasted notes, a strategy often used to gen-
erate complete documentation, could be
marked with color coding, time stamps, or
a notation similar to the “track changes”
function on word processors. ■

The way doctors
work and think
about patient
problems and
diseases is often
completely
mismatched with
the way things
are presented in
EHRs.
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