Today’s Family Physicians Intervene in Serious Life-and-Death Matters

Questions to ask to find the right family medical practice

MONTVILLE, N.J. — July 12, 2010 — The right family physician will not only treat the occasional bout of bronchitis but could also intervene in more serious life-and-death matters, an area that previously remained in the realm of specialists, according to representatives of Changebridge Medical Associates, a Montville-based family practice. Today, those lines are blurred, and holding your family physician to a higher standard will help in the long term in the quality of care you receive.

“Family physicians are the ones who know their patients best, especially if they treat the whole nuclear or extended family,” said Dr. Arnold I. Pallay, F.A.A.F.P., medical director of Changebridge Medical Associates. “A specialist can take your medical history, but he or she may not recognize more subtle signs that could prove to be important in one’s care. Family practitioners additionally benefit from what they’re able to learn in their continuity of care. They are also the ones who have the relationships with the patients, oftentimes built over years. This is an often unrecognized advantage that family physicians offer patients and specialists when treating complex cases.” [See sidebar below.]

Americans make 1.1 billion medical visits each year; almost half of those visits are to primary care, particularly to family physicians.1 As physicians on the “front lines” of medicine, these doctors rarely see just a simple case. The majority are patients who have many medical issues, such as diabetes coupled with hypertension and a sore throat. Family practitioners end up treating each one of these problems. If they also know the family’s propensity toward a particular medical condition, they might also advocate preventive care. Today that can even include tests for genetic predispositions to illnesses.

A doctor who maintains a close relation to an area hospital is also a critical need for a family when a loved one is ill and in need of medical assistance in this increasingly fragmented health care system. A good primary care physician quarterbacks the health care provided and streamlines care delivered when hospitalization is required. Better outcomes are generally seen when a patient’s own family physician is part of his or her hospitalization.

Tips on choosing the right family physician

Dr. Pallay advocates the careful selection of a family physician so that the practice and philosophy match the family’s needs. Asking for recommendations from co-workers, neighbors and friends can lead you to a good practitioner. He suggests making a list of the area’s practices within driving distance of work or home. Then use these questions to help narrow down your choices.

●        Do you prefer a male or female doctor?

●        Is there convenient parking or accessibility by public transportation?

●        Do you need a doctor with weekend or evening hours?

●        Is the office staff friendly and courteous?

●        Does the office offer reminders about routine screenings?

●        Which doctors are on your insurance company’s plan?

●        Does the office offer to process insurance claims or do patients pay upfront for services and send in the forms themselves?

●        Does the practice go to bat for you when insurance requests are denied or testing is refused?

●        Where are the physician’s hospital privileges? 

●        Where do patients go for lab work, X-rays, ultrasounds and other diagnostic tests?

●        Whom do you call when you have a problem after office hours?

●        How long has the practice been engaged in electronic medical record keeping of patient files?

Dr. Pallay recommends setting up an interview to meet with your choice of doctor and his or her staff. You may have to pay a co-pay for this initial visit, but it is well worth it for the information you’ll receive. Some questions to ask the doctor include:

●        Are you board certified in family practice or other primary care specialties? Have the physicians maintained their board certification statuses through rigorous follow-up examinations?

●        Do you have a particular background or medical specialty?

●        What is your philosophy of care? Are you treatment oriented or prevention oriented?

●        How do you feel about treating complex cases?

●        How long does it take to get a routine appointment?

●        Do you regularly refer to specialists or do you prefer to manage the majority of your patients’ care?

●        How do you provide non-emergent advice — over the telephone or even through online forms of communication?

●        Who covers for you when you’re out of town?

●        What are the different areas of special expertise offered by the various medical providers in your practice? 

●        Where did you do your medical school and residency training? (Top-of-the-line medical schools are certainly a plus to consider for the best-trained physicians and assistants.) 

●        Which specialists will come to your office to make complex medical treatment more convenient for me? 

●        In which hospitals do you make rounds? 

Finally, it is important to some families that they might see their physicians at community events, presenting at schools and serving as local sports team physicians. If this is the case, ask where those in the practice specifically volunteer their time and services.

Dr. Pallay and Dr. Iannetta — Community first

Knowledgeable on a wide range of health issues, Dr. Pallay is a sought-after medical expert and is a frequent lecturer to area groups. He serves as a national spokesperson at congressional hearings on the Paid Vacation Act of 2009. He keeps an active blog (www.changebridgemed.wordpress.com) on health care issues in an effort to inform the community. Topics range from health care reform to digital health records, medical malpractice, medical genetics and specific diseases. Dr. Pallay is a father of four and a popular volunteer sports coach.

Partnering with Dr. Pallay at Changebridge Medical Associates, Dr. Frank Iannetta, F.A.A.F.P., makes a difference in children’s lives as well as in adults’. And it’s not just because he’s a family physician — with a unique, community-focused approach. It’s also because he’s a foster parent. Frank and his wife Kristine have six children of their own and have been foster parents to 13 at-risk children for 11 years. And that doesn’t count the numerous short-term “emergency respite” placements through DYFS that they’ve handled.

Strategic medical alliances 

From weight loss and urology to cardiology, orthopedics and neurology, Changebridge Medical Associates has formed strategic medical alliances with leading area specialists from the several area hospital systems that assist in the management of more complex and focused issues for patients who are cared for at Changebridge Medical Associates. Many of the specialists have on-site hours at Changebridge.

About Changebridge Medical Associates

Changebridge Medical Associates is a full-service family medical practice with a tradition of patient-focused health care for children, adults and seniors, using innovative technologies with a human touch.  

Dr. Pallay, Dr. Iannetta and Dr. Inna Zdorovyak, D.B.F.P., are board-certified, residency-trained physicians. Anna Chung, M.S., PA-C; Genevieve Castaneda, M.S., PA-C; and Jessica Oliveira, M.S., PA-C, are board-certified physician assistants with extensive experience. Drs. Pallay and Iannetta have attending privileges at St. Clare’s, Morristown Memorial and Chilton Memorial hospitals in Morris County, N.J. Practice areas of expertise include women’s health care; sports medicine, especially for the adolescent; and geriatric evaluation and management. The practice is noted for its advanced electronic health record systems and application of genetic screening in primary care. Changebridge Medical Associates is located at 170 Changebridge Road, Suite C-3, Montville, NJ 07045. For more information, call 973-575-5540, or visit www.changebridgemed.com or the blog site at www.changebridgemed.wordpress.com.
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Critical Case Eased by Family Physician

When Parsippany, N.J., mom Kathleen Berardo was pregnant with her third child, she didn’t think the experience would be much different from her first two pregnancies. But her family physician and maternity care provider, Dr. Arnold I. Pallay, F.A.A.F.P., of Changebridge Medical Associates in Montville, N.J., expressed concern during one of her seventh-month checkups.

“Because he had been through the two other pregnancies with me, he noticed something was off,” she explained. “Dr. Pallay suggested another ultrasound. That’s when we found out that Thomas, in utero, had hydronephrosis, or inflamed kidneys, and would need surgery after birth.”

That’s when everything seemed to spiral out of control, according to Berardo.

“The damage was far more severe than the specialty doctors thought,” she said. “It was apparent that a minor surgery wasn’t going to fix the problem. So they immediately rushed the baby to St. Barnabas Hospital. I told my husband to immediately follow the ambulance. I had no idea where St. Barnabas was!”

The baby was in the neonatal unit at St. Barnabas Hospital for weeks. The Berardos met with a team of pediatric nephrologists, or kidney specialists. 

“It was very intimidating and overwhelming,” remembered Berardo. “One day, my husband and I just hid in the hospital closet. That night I went home and called Dr. Pallay. I told him, ‘There are so many people; I don’t know who’s in charge. And there is so much medical speak that I don’t know what they’re saying.’

“Even though Dr. Pallay didn’t attend at St. Barnabas, he told me that he was the general contractor of Thomas’ medical care,” she said. “After all, he was our family physician. From then on, he would talk to the doctors and then talk to me in regular English. It was such a relief.”

Thomas ended up needing a kidney transplant, which he received when he was three years old. He got the kidney from his father. Today, Thomas is a healthy 13-year-old boy who enjoys hanging out with his older brothers, and a younger brother and sister. The entire family, including Thomas, continues to be treated at Changebridge Medical Associates.

“The reason that we chose Changebridge Medical Associates is that they were able to treat the whole family,” said Berardo. “I wanted a doctor who would know about us all, and not just Thomas. Continuity of care is very important to us.

“Despite the trauma involved, this ended up being one of the most beautiful experiences in our lives,” she added, “because of the tremendous love and support we received. Today I can advocate for myself because I understand more of it. Dr. Pallay helped me get to that point.”

That kind of personal concern, specialized knowledge and attention to the needs of a child AND his parents were a crucial part of the care offered to the Berardo family. Today, while the practice no longer delivers babies because of the skyrocketing cost of medical malpractice insurance, the personalized care and concerns for kids and adults alike remains paramount in the medical care provided by Dr. Pallay and all the providers at Changebridge Medical Associates.
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