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Film is a thing of the past at Mercy Medical Center where medical imaging has forever changed. Last summer, the hospital’s radiology department was the first in Canton to install a $4.5 million Picture Archive and Communications System (PACS) with voice recognition. Basically a digital image management system, PACS offers numerous benefits, all of which improve patient care.

“PACS provides better image quality than film,” said Judy Haddam, administrative director of Radiology at Mercy. “The turnaround of test results is much faster—almost instantaneous—because there are no films to be developed. Instead, the images are available within seconds for distribution via an enterprise-wide Web-based distribution system. So, if needed, more than one physician can view the images from different locations inside or outside of the hospital at the same time. As a result, a diagnosis can be made much more quickly and treatment started sooner. And because radiology technicians no longer have to develop films, label the films and transport the films to the radiologists, they can spend more time with patients, so throughput is faster.”

Mercy’s Emergency Department, Cardiology Department, Radiology Department and all critical care areas are now using PACS. The system’s installation was completed in June and adopted seamlessly, according to Haddam. “It’s easy to use, enables better workflow and improves time and cost efficiencies,” she said. “Just by eliminating the processing, distribution and storage of film will save Mercy an estimated $2.5 million over the next five years.”

The system is scalable and modular and features sophisticated search tools that support and streamline the workflow of all departments by allowing searches in Multiple DICOM databases and patient information systems. Mercy’s PACS also features always-online long-term storage, so past and present images can easily be compared.

“The docs love it because all of their patients’ images are accessible to them whenever they need them,” Haddam explained. “They can gain access to them from workstations in the hospital or they can view them via a secure Website from their office or home computer.”

In the past, physicians who wanted to view their patients’ films had to contact Mercy’s Radiology Department, which would retrieve the specified film from film storage areas, copy the film and then courier it to the physician’s office. This would take 24 hours, except in the case of emergencies. The films would then need to be returned. 

With PACS, that’s no longer the case. Images are now immediately accessible at all times to as many physicians as needed, even at the same time if needed. At the hospital work stations, physicians simply key in the required information to retrieve their patients’ records. From their office or home computers, physicians can access the same information by using appropriate passwords. Security systems ensure that each physician is only able to view his or her own patients’ records.

Ahmed Sabe, MD, feels that the new PACS will dramatically improve the care of cardiology patients. Dr. Sabe is executive director of Mercy’s Cardiovascular Center, which was named as one of the top 50 heart centers in the country in 2002 and 2003 by U.S. News & World Report. 

“PACS enables the cardiologist and surgeon to offer excellent care in a timely fashion,” he said. “Because of the fast availability of imaging results within moments online, PACS will facilitate communication and the immediate exchange of expert opinion. It is part of our commitment to seek the utmost care for our cardiovascular patients in the shortest amount of time possible.”

In the Emergency Department, when time is critical, a medical specialist such as a neurologist or orthopaedic surgeon can immediately access a diagnostic image of a trauma patient and relay a quicker interpretation. 

“If an ER physician calls an OMNI doc who’s on call at night, the doc can view the image immediately from his home computer, then determine the course of action, which might mean going to the hospital immediately for surgery,” said Ray Zinicola, administrator of OMNI Orthopaedics. “PACS cuts down on the length of time the patient must wait for a diagnosis, and that’s important to the patient irregardless of how serious the injury or illness. It saves time for the docs, too, because they can more easily respond to requests from the ER docs or referring physicians. They don’t have that film-retrieval ‘dance’ any more.”

“Viewing an image no longer depends on locating a specific piece of film,” agreed Rae Timko, director of Women’s and Children’s Services and the Neonatal Special Care Nursery. “With PACS, the images are available right away on our computer system, and they’re better than film images.”

With the advanced software that Mercy purchased for use at special inhospital workstations, images can be enhanced, enlarged, inverted and rotated 360 degrees. Anatomy can even be reconstructed three-dimensionally. As a result, areas of concern can be seen in more detail with less obstruction of the surrounding anatomy.

“Our radiologists can now annotate and highlight regions of interest for the referring physician and send those images with a report via secured password-protected Internet connection,” said Haddam. “We can also save the images to a CD for referring physicians or for patients who need them. The software program needed to view the images is burned into the CD. It’s self-extracting. There’s no need for software installation.”

With PACS, a patient’s medical images can also be easily integrated digitally with the rest of the clinical data that is part of the patient’s medical record. This, too, saves significant time and improves workflow efficiency by eliminating redundant data entry.

“PACS is essentially a very efficient form of medical record management which ultimately helps our hospital to better serve patients and offer higher quality of care,” said Haddam. 

In January, Mercy was asked by Philips Medical Systems, manufacturer of Mercy’s PACS, to serve as a national show site.  Philips is bringing clients from all over the world to see how Mercy has integrated its PACS with a voice recognition system and its Cardiology Department, cardiac cath lab, and MRI and CT scanners.  For more information, call Judy Haddam at 330-489-1067.

Mercy Medical Center, along with the Sisters of Charity of St. Augustine Health System and University Hospitals Health System, operates a 476-bed hospital serving Stark, Carroll, Wayne, Holmes and Tuscarawas Counties and parts of Southeastern Ohio. There are 550 physicians on its medical staff and 2,600 employees. Mercy operates four outpatient health centers in North Canton, Carrollton, Jackson Township and Dover. A faith-based, Catholic hospital, Mercy Medical Center upholds the mission and philosophy of the Sisters of Charity of St. Augustine and continues to be responsive to the needs of the community, including the provision of care to all, regardless of their ability to pay.
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