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''High tech'' home care 
Mary Suther 

A staff member of The Visiting Nurse 
Association of Texas examines a patient in her 
home. 

Home care has benefited from 
high technology. Of course, 
all "high tech" services ore 
ultimately designed to support 
the human touch that home 
health agencies provide. 

echnology has dramatically 
affected home care in three 
major ways. First, improve

ments in technology have resulted in 
the development of miniaturized and 
user-friendly procedures and helpful 
devices. Second, the availability of 
technologically advanced equipment 
has increased the need for profes
sional home care services for an 
increasingly elderly and functionally 
impaired population. Third, ad
vances in telecommunications and 
information management have 
promoted increased efficiency and 
timeliness in the delivery of home 
health services. 

Let us consider what can be 
achieved now and what may soon be 
possible in "high tech" home care by 
looking at The Visiting Nurse 
Association of Texas (VNA) as an 
example. VNA is a non-profit home 
care agency serving the needs of a 
population of about 4.5 million 
persons. Its 1400 employees and 
5000 volunteers minister daily to 
more than 8000 individuals with a 
wide variety of health and social 
problems. Technology has made it 
possible to provide a comprehensive 
home care programme with new 
clinical tools that may be used by a 
nurse, physical therapist, occupa
tional therapist or speech pathologist 
or, at times, by a trained family 
member or patient. 

Trained nurses are available 24 
hours a day, seven days a week, to 
supervise patients with continuous 
intravenous drips. Blood products 
and blood, a variety of chemothera
peutic agents, total parenteral nutri-

tion, and whatever drugs are neces
sary to achieve control of pain can 
be administered. Additionally, the 
intravenous administration of antibi
otics, immune globulins, and agents 
used in the treatment of viral and 
fungal diseases can be routinely 
overseen. 

These therapies can be adminis
tered safely at home with simple, 
portable infusion pumps that care
fully regulate the flow of medica
tions and chemicals. The procedures 
can, in most cases, be taught to the 
patient or family member, thereby 
decreasing cost and increasing the 
independence of the patient. 

The care of the cardiac patient 
has been greatly expanded over the 
past decade and now routinely 
includes cardiac monitoring via a 
small hand-held device that records 
either a two or twelve-lead electro
cardiogram. This information is 
then transmitted over a telephone 

"High touch"- the indispensable complement 
of high technology care. 
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line to a central laboratory, where it 
is printed and retransmitted by fax to 
a physician who interprets it and 
makes the necessary decisions. The 
doctor can provide information to a 
nurse for immediate initiation of 
treatment if warranted. The tele
phone line can also be used to evalu
ate the functioning of a patient's 
pacemaker. 

Increasingly, high-risk infants 
can be cared for effectively in the 
home environment. Apnoea moni
toring devices are able to detect 
episodes of interrupted breathing and 
sound an alarm when the infant is in 
distress. Parents are taught emer
gency procedures to carry out until 
professional help arrives. The 
miniaturization of ventilators has 
been a boon in keeping infants and 
children out of institutions. 
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It goes without saying that com
puters have revolutionized the ad
ministrative functions of home care. 
They have enabled the scheduling of 
visits, the design of routes geograph
ically for delivery, the measurement 
of productivity, and a more discrete 
costing out of goods and services. 
Fax machines too have improved the 
accuracy and timeliness of orders 
from physicians who oversee the 
care of these patients. VNA now 
uses over 500 fax machines; all 
nurses and therapists have one at 
home and can receive doctors ' 

Deep heat applied by ultrasound to decrease pain in arthritic joints. 

orders accurately and on time with
out having to come to the office. On 
this service the number of visits 
increased by 14% after all providers 
obtained fax machines. 

Of course, all "high tech" ser
vices are ultimately designed to 
support the human touch that home 
health agencies provide. Home is 
where we want to be when we are 

sick, and home is where we can 
recover fastest if we have the proper 
care. • 
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This tetroplegic patient - almost completely paralysed- communicates 
with his family and health staff by means of a computer. 

An infant cardiac patient has to be fed by tube. 


