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Older doctors try to keep up
[Instructor Note: In addition to the below USA Today article, I strongly suggest you review the original article and research at  the Annals of Internal Medicine web site http://www.annals.org/cgi/content/full/142/4/260 ].  
http://www.usatoday.com/news/health/2005-02-14-old-docs-usat_x.htm

By Liz Szabo, USA TODAY

Older doctors are less likely to practice according to the latest medical standards than physicians fresh out of school, according to an analysis in today's 15Feb05 Annals of Internal Medicine.
Researchers who reviewed 59 previously published studies were surprised to see that more than 70% showed declines in performance over time, says the lead author, Niteesh Choudhry, a Harvard Medical School instructor. 

In a 2000 study of heart attack patients, for example, mortality rates rose by 1% for every two years since a patient's doctor graduated from medical school.

The problem is not aging but the challenge of keeping up to date with rapidly evolving medical science, Choudhry says.

Traditionally, older doctors based decisions largely on training and experience. Younger physicians are being trained to practice "evidence-based medicine," in which they prescribe drugs and treatments that reflect the results of large clinical trials. Younger doctors also are often more comfortable searching the Internet and using handheld computers and electronic medical records, which can remind doctors about routine screening tests or flag drug interactions.

In some cases, younger doctors also must meet more rigorous standards. In the field of internal medicine, which is the specialty that deals with adults, only doctors initially certified since 1990 are required to take additional board exams every few years. Doctors certified before then are exempt.

Older physicians have a wealth of experience that younger ones lack, Choudhry acknowledges. Older doctors also might have strong relationships with longtime patients. None of the studies in his analysis asked patients whether they were happy with their care, he noted.

Yet Mary Frank, president of the American Academy of Family Physicians, says the article shows that the medical profession needs to find better ways to help doctors stay current. 

The study also shows that doctors should evaluate their own work, says Maureen Padden, an AAFP board member who practices at Naval Hospital Camp Lejeune in North Carolina. 

"This is the future of medicine," Padden says. 

"Medicine has got to move into the next generation, with lifelong learning, lifelong self-assessment and lifelong improvement."
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