Executive Brief

Image
overload
How the growth in imaging volume is changing radiology

Growing demand for radiologists, escalating
workloads, and the prevalence of reading physician
burnout have all been covered extensively in the
healthcare media. While statistics and analysis
can tell part of the story, sometimes a more frank
account – like this description of a radiologist’s
work life – paints a more accurate picture:
“You’ll have to identify and treat diseases using technology that’s changing all the time and that can be
risky to work with. And because you’re dealing with deadly diseases, you really need to be right when
you make your diagnoses. Misdiagnosing not only hurts the patient, it costs the healthcare industry
billions of dollars. Basically, if you can perform at a superhuman level at a superhuman speed, without
freaking out, you’ll be fine.”1 .

The description may sound a bit harsh – but the fact of the
matter is that there are plenty of studies that can back up
these observations. For example, Medscape Lifestyle Report
2017: Race and Ethnicity, Bias and Burnout, a study based on
responses from some 14,000 physicians, found that almost
half of radiologists felt the classic symptoms of burnout such
as a loss of enthusiasm for work, cynicism, and a low sense of
personal accomplishment.2 And work demands on radiologists
show no sign of letting up. According to ITN Online, Global
Medical Imaging Trends, the industry will need to cope with
some 115 billion images by 2021, based on an annual growth
rate of 5%.3
At the same time, the nature of imaging is changing as well.
Many clinicians now expect to have access to all kinds of
data on their smartphones or other devices. And, the use
of traditional imaging modalities is spreading far beyond
radiology and cardiology departments — as a variety of
clinicians now leverage medical imaging. As such, imaging
data containing personal health information can be found in all
kinds of places including CDs/DVDs, hardcopy photos, isolated
desktop computers, USB drives, and smartphones.
The challenge for healthcare organizations emanates from
trying to handle all this imaging growth while simultaneously
dealing with cost containment, quality of patient care, and data
security. The upshot? Issues surrounding data governance and
security need to be more carefully addressed while juggling
the spike in demand.
Healthcare organizations must acknowledge the need
for scalable enterprise data management strategies and
implement the technologies that will support secure image
viewing and sharing across the entire continuum of care.
Vendor neutral archives (VNA), PACS, and enterprise viewers
are among the solutions that can help. Together or individually,
these systems can provide secure access to a variety of
images while streamlining workflow and helping radiologists
successfully deal with ever-increasing demands.
To learn how Watson Health enterprise imaging solutions can
help your organization, visit ibm.com/watson-health/imaging.
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Watson Health Imaging, a segment of IBM Watson Health,
is a leading provider of innovative artificial intelligence,
enterprise imaging and interoperability solutions that seek to
advance healthcare. Its Merge branded enterprise imaging
solutions facilitate the management, sharing and storage of
billions of patient medical images.
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