
A 78-year-old woman comes to the emergency department due to 2 days of progressive shortness of 

breath and pleuritic chest pain. Medical history is significant for hypertension and osteoarthritis of the 

knees. Medications include acetaminophen, lisinopril, and cod liver oil. The patient is a lifetime nonsmoker 

and does not use alcohol or illicit drugs. CT scan of the chest is negative for pulmonary embolism but is 

consistent with pulmonary edema, small bilateral pleural effusions, and an incidentally noted 1.8 cm lung 

nodule. The patient is admitted and treated with intravenous diuretics, after which her symptoms resolve. 

Prior to discharge, the physician informs her about the incidental findings on CT scan and the need for 

follow-up. The physician also wants to transmit this information to the patient's primary care provider to 

ensure that appropriate steps are taken. Which of the following is the most important element of this 

communication? 

O A. Documentation that the imaging result was sent and received (16%) 

O B. Electronic transmission of imaging report with an alert flagging the abnormal result (10%) 

O C. Inclusion of specific recommendations for follow-up in the hospital discharge summary (28%) 

✓O D.Phone call with the primary care provider (42%) 

O E. Providing the patient with a CD of the images to bring directly to her physician (2%) 
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Due to the increasing fragmentation of health care, it is essential that critical information be effectively 

transmitted between providers. Lack of timely follow-up of abnormal diagnostic imaging results can result 

in serious clinical consequences. All the answer choices are potentially helpful actions, but the most 

important element in transmitting a potentially life-threatening result that requires the physician to take an 

action is to ensure closed loop communication with a physician-to-physician phone call. 

Although potentially time consuming, a provider-to-provider phone call is the most effective way to 

ensure that the primary care provider is aware of the results and accepts responsibility for appropriate 

follow-up. Secure email is also a reasonable alternative if the primary care physician returns the email, 

acknowledges the result, and states that he/she is taking over responsibility for the next steps. 

(Choice A) Documentation that the results were sent and received is important but does not ensure that 

the primary care physician has assumed responsibility for appropriate follow-up. 

(Choice B) Although electronic communication of results with alerts of abnormal findings has greatly 

facilitated the rapid transmission of information, this is not a substitute for oral communication in a high-risk 

situation. 

(Choice C) Although the discharge summary should highlight the abnormal CT findings and need for 

follow-up, this is not an adequate substitute for direct oral communication. 

(Choice E) Providing the patient with a copy of her scan may be helpful, but this inappropriately places the 

burden of communication on the patient. This action could be done in addition to phoning the primary care 

physician. 

Educational objective: 

Timely follow-up of critical imaging results is essential for patient care and safety. Oral communication of 

results and acknowledgment of transfer of responsibility between providers is the most effective way to 

ensure transition of care. 
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