
Physicians Reviewing Nursing
Notes

By Jeffrey A. Woods, JD

In a hospital setting, nurses are typically the eyes and ears of the physicians when it comes
to patient care.  They round on the patient twenty-four hours a day and usually have more
time to interact with the patient and family than physicians do.  Their notes documenting
these interactions, as well as medication dosage and vitals, provide valuable information
about a patient’s condition including response to treatment, pain levels, and change in
status. These notes can help physicians to have a more complete picture allowing for more
informed decisions about diagnosis, treatment plans, and medication adjustments.

However, the extent to which physicians read nursing notes can vary depending on the
setting, the physician’s workflow, the usability of the hospital’s EHR, and most importantly,
the physician’s customary habit. Physicians who don’t read nursing notes typically rely on
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other methods in an attempt to save time such as summaries, verbal reports, or specific
sections of the medical record that they feel provide them with more concise information
These “short-cuts,” though, could result in miscommunication and missed information.

A study done on the habits of physicians found that fewer than 20% of nursing notes are
read by physicians.[1]  Another study conducted several years later used eye-tracking
technology to evaluate physicians’ visual attention patterns as they read three progress
notes, using verbal handoffs as a context to determine what information in the notes the
test subjects thought was most .  Despite variation in the volume of data in different zones
of the notes, subjects overwhelmingly skimmed over zones containing imported patient
data, while fixating largely on the “Impression and Plan” zone of the notes. Sections such
as “Medication Profile,” “Vital Signs,” and “Laboratory Results,” received less attention and
were read very quickly even if they contained more content than the impression and plan.
[2]

Physicians who fail to read nursing notes face potential liability risks as this can lead to
missed critical patient information, potentially resulting in misdiagnoses, inappropriate
treatment plans, and complications that could harm the patient  The failure to read
available nursing notes could be a violation of the standard of care and if the result of this
failure is patient harm, it could serve as a basis for a malpractice judgment against the
physician.  It is important to remember the audit trail of the EHR records, which documents
exactly what was available to the physician at the time and whether or not it was reviewed.
From a juror’s perspective, they often have a difficult time understanding why a physician
would not review available information recorded by someone who was directly attending to
the patient around the clock.  The question jurors wrestle with is, “why would nurses be
required to document the patient’s important information if the physician is not going to
read it?”

To mitigate the risk, physicians should always carefully read and consider nursing notes,
especially for patients who are in serious or critical condition. If the notes are unclear or
raise concerns, speak directly with the nursing staff. Physicians should document in the
patient’s medical record the information in the nursing notes that they reviewed and relied
upon in making their care decisions.
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The contents of The Sentinel are intended for educational/informational purposes only and
do not constitute legal advice. Policyholders are urged to consult with their personal
attorney for legal advice, as specific legal requirements may vary from state to state and/or
change over time.
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