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Health IT Adoption Varies Among Specialties
B Y  M A RY  E L L E N  S C H N E I D E R

Ne w York Bureau

Adoption of health information tech-
nology varies significantly among
physicians in different specialties,

according to a new study from the Center
for Studying Health System Change. 

While only 12% of physicians overall
have adopted comprehensive electronic
medical records (EMRs), physician uptake
of specific health IT functions, such as ob-
taining guidelines or writing prescriptions,
varies depending on specialty. For example,
74% of emergency physicians have health
IT systems that can access patient notes,
compared with just 36% of psychiatrists. 

The findings are based on the Health Sys-
tem Change (HSC) 2004-2005 Communi-
ty Tracking Study Physician Survey, a na-
tionally representative telephone poll that
included responses from 6,628 physicians. 

As part of the survey, physicians were
asked about practice-based availability of
information technology across five clinical
areas—obtaining information about
treatment alternatives or recommended
guidelines; retrieving patient notes or
problem lists; writing prescriptions; ex-

changing clinical data and images with
other physicians; and exchanging clinical
data and images with hospitals. 

Because physicians were asked about
the availability of these health IT functions,
not whether they actually used the tech-
nology, they were considered to have an
electronic medical record if they answered
that they had access to all five functions. 

Surgeons trailed medical specialists in
obtaining guidelines, accessing patient
notes, writing prescriptions, and exchang-
ing information with other physicians.
Primary care physicians were less likely
than specialists to access patient notes and
exchange data with other physicians. 

There were also variations across spe-
cialties and subspecialties. For example,
within primary care, internists were more
likely than family physicians or pediatri-
cians to have access to patient notes. 

One factor in the variation among spe-
cialties may be that certain clinical activi-
ties are more relevant for certain special-
ties. “Surgeons may have less need for IT
to write prescriptions since they typically
prescribe a narrow range of on-formulary
medications on a short-term basis, in con-
trast to medical specialists and PCPs who

treat chronically ill patients taking multiple
medications,” said HSC research analyst
Catherine Corey, one of the study authors. 

Another reason that some specialties
may lag behind in adoption of health IT
is that existing electronic products for
keeping medical records may not meet

their needs. For example, previous surveys
have noted that most pediatricians without
EMRs say they couldn’t find one with
functionality specific to pediatrics. ■

The full report is available online at
www.hschange.com/CONTENT/945/.
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EATING DISORDERS

She believes

FOOD IS 
HER ENEMY.
Unfortunately, she’s in a

LIFE & DEATH
BATTLE.

Contact our nationally renowned Eating Disorders 

Program for more information about diagnosing 

and treating Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa 

and other eating related problems. Learn how to 

help in a fight no one can afford to lose.

Call 1-402-955-6190 or visit www.chsomaha.org.

PRODUCTS

Help your patients’ families with 
the frustration of nocturnal enuresis

www.bedwettingstore.com
Order your FREE
patient catalogs.

• Bedwetting alarms 
• Waterproof bedding
• Vibrating watches 
• Books on bedwetting

Your patients’ families find what they need to
support your treatment plan at the Bedwetting
Store, America’s favorite source for alarms,
waterproof bedding, books and supplies. 

Call 1-800-214-9605 for a supply 
of catalogs.


