N

By NANCY SUNDSTROM
Special to the Record-Eagle

or many, choosing the
F right doctor can be

just as important a
decision as buying a house
or car, helping a child
select a college, or any
number of other issues one
deals with that have a long-
term impact on the quality
of life.

In years past, it was often
the case that a doctor took
the lead and the patient
followed, but that relation-
ship has evolved over time
to become more of a part-
nership, where the patient
is now more proactive
about personal health and
the doctor works closely
with them with a focus on
prevention and health
maintenance.

To develop that type of
relationship requires effec-
tive communication, with
time and effort on both
sides. And in order for that
to happen, a patient needs
to feel they’ve chosen a
physician with whom that
is possible.

What are some of the
main issues to consider
when selecting a doctor?

m Certainly, logistics play
arole. Determining the
importance of location of a
doctor’s office, office poli-
cies and the general avail-
ability of the doctor (i.e.
how far in advance appoint-
ments need to be made).

B Which hospitals the doc-
tors practice in, whether it
is a single doctor or a
group practice.

H If they’re covered by
Medicare or your insurance
plan.

B Perhaps most impor-
tantly, what the doctor’s
area of specialty is and if
they are board-certified
and if so, in what field.

That last point is stressed
by Connie Davenport, is a
Traverse City-based R.N .,
B.S.N. who has worked in
health services since grad-
uating in 1983. She is also
married to a physician, Dr.
Mark Davenport, and is cur-
rently a staff nurse at the
Student Health Service
Clinic at Northwestern
Michigan College.

“I think it’s become
increasingly important to
look not only at a physi-
cian’s area of specialty
when you’re looking into
doctors, but also whether
they’re board certified in
their specialty,” said
Davenport. “That board
certification means that
they have valuable addi-
tional training and are
required to update that
training regularly in order
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to be certified. As medical
consumers, we’ve gotten to
the point where we do work
with more specialists.”

“For example, a woman of
baby boomer age in a typi-
cal household might use
the services of five, six, or
even more doctors for her-
self and her household,”
she continued. “That list
might include orthodon-
tists, pediatricians,
internists, gynecologists,
obstetricians, and that’s
just for starters. If you’re
going to get that specific,
the first suggestion I make
is to look into the aspect of
board certification.”

In the case of a doctor
who is a board-certified
family practitioner, that
person not only has com-
pleted their residency,
they’ve also taken another
major exam in that field
from which they receive
their certification. That is
then required to be updat-
ed, along with the doctor
undertaking a substantial
amount of continuing edu-
cation credits on a regular
basis.

Davenport added that
another important consid-
eration when you involve a
number of doctors in your
health care is that it the
responsibility for coordi-
nating practices and com-
munication largely falls to
the patient, who is the sin-
gle person in the equation
who knows what is happen-
ing on all fronts.

“The trend is to work with
a growing number of doc-
tors who deal with specific
issues and while that’s not
always necessary, it does
happen, so the patient
needs to stay on top of what
is happening in terms of

their own health care and
make sure that different
doctors have the informa-
tion they need to help you
as best they can,” she said.
“When lines do get crossed,
it’s not necessarily a func-
tion of mismanagement by
doctors, but one that has
more to do with time and
management of informa-
tion. That’s part of why
people are becoming more
proactive about their
health issues.”

Lori Wells, director of the
Traverse City Senior
Center, works on a daily
basis with a segment of the
local population for whom
choosing and working with
doctors is an issue of para-
mount importance.

She said that while the
majority of seniors she
knows have relationships
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with doctors as opposed to
needing to find new ones,
coordination is a task of
major concern, as is deal-
ing with specialists.

“In our area and across
the country, coming to grips
with the expanding list of
medical issues that are spe-
cific to seniors is some-
thing we’re all trying to get
a handle on,” she said.
“And what that list is com-
prised of is constantly
changing. As time goes on,
it may become more impor-
tant for doctors to make
house calls because trans-
portation is a huge problem
everywhere. Areas of spe-
cialty is another one, as is
the coordination of care.”

If you are getting started
with a new doctor, you may
want to keep the following
in mind:

M Learn the basics of how
the office runs.

B Share your medical and
medications history with
your doctor, along with rel-
evant information about
personal habits and family
life.

M Be prepared for your
appointments, bringing a
list of concerns and a fami-
ly member or friend, if
needed.

B Whoever your physician
is, plan to update them, be
honest, stick to the point,
ask questions and share
your point of view.

Good decision making will
be at the start of a new
relationship with a doctor
— good communication will
keep it going.

Nancy Sundstrom is a
local freelance writer.
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