ursing is the largest health care

occupation, with almost 2 million

positions across the United States.
This issue of Texas Medical Center News
celebrates the many contributions nurses
make to the missions of patient care,
research and education.

When providing direct patient care,
nurses observe, assess, and record symp-
toms, reactions, and progress; assist physi-
cians during treatments and examinations;
administer medications; and assist in con-

valescence and rehabilitation. Some also
develop and manage nursing-care plans,
instruct patients and their families in
proper care, and help individuals and

groups take steps to improve or maintain
their health.

The nursing profession has greatly
expanded over the past decade; there are
currently 2.6 million registered nurses in
the United States. However, career fore-
casters show that in the next seven to 10
years, Texas will need up to 138,000
nurses and nurse aides. The Department

rent pending state legislation aims to con-
tinue increases in nursing school enroll-
ments by creating a nursing faculty
incentive grant program and a grant pro-
gram to assist health care workers in
acquiring the education needed to become
registered nurses. By implementing mea-
sures such as these, the critical shortage in
this health care field may be alleviated.

of Labor’s Bureau of Texas Medical Center
Labor Statisticspro-  “ ... in the next seven to  hospitals and clinics intro-
jectsnursingasthe 10 years, Texas will need duce many nurses to cut-
fastest growing occu- Up to 138,000 nurses ting-edge technology;
pationoverthenext and nurse aides.” provide the opportunity to
five years, and one work with other top-notch
that will continue to professionals; offer terrific

provide job stability for future genera-
tions. Many Texas Medical Center insti-
tutions offer special programs and
incentives for individuals who want to
become, and remain, nurses.

One way to ensure that the nursing
population rises is to improve the num-
ber of faculty in nursing schools. Cur-

benefits, as well as respect by patients,
peers and administrators; and offer the
opportunity for increased responsibility.
Today's nurses also assume key com-
munity health leadership positions and
provide education on many of today’s
high-risk public health issues, including
alcohol, tobacco and narcotic use.

“Nurses: A Bright Lighton a Proud\
Tradition,” is the 2003 Texas Nurses
Week theme, which takes place May 6
through 12. By tradition, Nurses Week
is celebrated on the week leading to
Florence Nightingale's May 12 birthday.
This week honors not only the courage
and commitment of this pioneer nurse,
but also the generations that have
followed.

Although many facets comprise the
nursing profession, one objective
remains constant — excellence. Nurses
are an integral part of any health care
organization, and we applaud these edu-
cators, clinicians and researchers who
have such a profound, positive impact on
health care and the lives they touch. ®

Richard E. Wainerdi, Ph.D., is pr and
CEO of the Texas Medical Center and
publisher/editor of Texas Medical Center

News.
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By RUTH SoRELLE
Baylor College of Medicine

n April 14, 2003, your right to pri-
Ovacy as a patient — in the hospital,

the doctor’s office and almost
anywhere else — became federal law under
the Health Insurance Portability and
Accountability Act.

Not only does HIPAA, as the rule has
become known, guarantee your right to
keep facts about your health and health
care private, it gives you access to infor-
mation about your health that is kept in
the records of physicians, hospitals and
clinics.

The new federal rules have forced
almost everyone in the health care arena to
review their rules and practices. That is
good. It means no one is going to blurt out
your health care information in an elevator
or at aclinic desk — however well-mean-
ing the communication is. It means that
when someone, such as your employers,
asks for information about your health, he
or she is tuned away. That information is
yours and should stay that way.

Nothing about HIPAA is dramatically
different from the practices that should
have been in force already. For example,
HIPAA lets you decide who may see your
health information. HIPAA requires that
you be given a privacy notice explaining
how health care institutions handle your
health information for the most common -
uses — treatment, payment and health care
operations. You will be asked to sign a
paper acknowledging that you have
received this information. In some cases,
HIPAA requires that you give written
authorization for the use of your health
information. For example, if a television
station wants to do a story on a new Lreat-
ment using a patient — you — then you must
sigrra special authorization allowing use
of your personal health information for

S

Doing the HIPAA Hip-Hop:

New Rule Protects Patient Privacy

that purpose. If another office wants to
use your picture and some information
about your treatment for a fund-raising
brochure, then again, you must give spe-
cial written authorization for that.

One of the things that makes the
HIPAA rules different is that they come
attached to specific legal and criminal
penalties if they are violated. Violations
of the rule can cost an institution as much
as $25,000 if they occur in the same year.
Knowingly misusing health information
without permission can result in fines of
as much as $250,000 and jail time that
can last as long as 10 years.

Discussing your condition in public or
with someone who is not involved in your
care is a violation,as is looking up your

name in a patient database to find your
birth date. Your health information cannot
be supplied to an employer, a lender or
anyone who does not have arole in pro-
viding care to you or who does not fit into
the “treatment, payment and health care
operations” arena.

If a person involved in your health
care shares his or her password to a com-
puterized database of patient health infor-
mation, that person has not only violated
HIPAA, he or she has also violated Texas
privacy laws.

HIPAA was originally passed in 1996.
The privacy rules are the first to be passed
into regulation, and it has taken much
negotiation and fine-tuning to get them to
this point. For most health care providers,

it will change their practices very little. As
with most laws, the privacy portion of this
act was passed to protect you from a very
few careless or malicious people.

HIPAA should not impede the
progress of research or imperil the quality
of your health care. As it goes into effect,
there will doubtless be those who fall back
on the old ways and speak when they
should not. It is in their interest and yours
that they be reminded of their obligations.

Privacy is your right as a patient. It is
their responsibility. B

— Reprinted from Baylor College
of Medicine’s “Findings” online
newsletter, available at

JJIwww, ings.net
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