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[00:00:03.420] - INTRO 
Welcome to Medical Moments. I'm your host Marlon Manuel. Stories of health and wellness - and the 
issues that influence them - can be found in hospitals, medical practices and the community at large. Join 
me on this journey of medical moments. 
 

[00:00:21.420] - MARLON MANUEL 
 I'm Marlon Manuel, and this is Medical Moments. Thanks so much for listening to this podcast by the 
Northside Hospital Health Care system. And please, if you will, share this podcast, like this podcast and 
subscribe to this podcast. You can stream all episodes at podcast.northside.com or wherever you get 
your podcasts. 
 

[00:00:44.530] - MARLON MANUEL 
And you can e-mail me at PodcastComment@Gmail.com. 
 

[00:00:51.070] - MARLON MANUEL 
This episode is about getting back to see the doctor, especially as Georgia and other states ease 
restrictions meant to quell the outbreak of COVID-19. You've probably postponed an appointment or two 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. I talked with Debra Amick, the vice president of Quality 
Improvement at Northside Hospital. We discussed the steps that Northside takes every day to make sure 
you're safe at the hospital during this age of Coronavirus when you come back to see the doctor. Here's a 
quick review of where we've been: 
 

[00:01:23.690] - MARLON MANUEL 
State and federal health officials had urged the cancellation of elective surgeries and other procedures at 
a time when cases of coronavirus were surging. And there was an unintended health consequence. The 
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that hospital emergency department visits 
nationwide dropped 42 percent compared to this time last year. That's led to more people dying at home 
this year from heart attacks, for instance. In many cases, because they didn't want to come to the hospital 
for fear of catching COVID. 
 

[00:01:54.320] - MARLON MANUEL 
But that public concern has dropped over time. The pandemic is far from over. But a Gallup poll shows 
that the number of people who say they're very concerned about going to the hospital is down 22 
percentage points in a month's time. Debra Amick said part of the reason is because of safety protocols 
taken by Northside and other hospitals. 
 

[00:02:14.570] - MARLON MANUEL 
Debra, thank you so much for joining the program today.  
 

[00:02:17.720] - DEBRA AMICK 
Thank you for having me. 
 

[00:02:19.060] - DEBRA AMICK 
 There are a lot of recent surveys by Gallup and or other organizations that show people have become 
less concerned about coming to the hospital. Why do you think that is? 
 

[00:02:29.300]  
You know, I think overall we have been able to show the effectiveness of following CDC guidelines at the 
hospital and that, honestly, a hospital might be one of the safest places for someone to be in particular. 
And you need medical care right now. You know, it's not safe to stay home and delay the care they might 
need. And hospitals have shown that they're able to put in place very effective mitigation strategies to 
prevent the spread of COVID. Again, more than sometimes being out in public in general. 
 

[00:03:09.880] - MARLON MANUEL 
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Right. And we have seen there've been studies over the past several months. They've shown people 
have avoided going to the emergency room for fear of catching covered. What have you seen in terms of 
that trend at Northside? And what would you advise people if they are having a medical emergency? Is 
the hospital still a safe place to go? 
 

[00:03:30.530] - DEBRA AMICK 
Sure, you know, we've seen similar trends, though, at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic here in 
Georgia. We did see a leveling off of our emergency department volumes. We also saw that patients who 
came to the emergency department tended to be quite ill. They really needed to be there. We also saw, 
though, other people were delaying care and just looking at the types of patients we had prior to that and 
then those that were coming in during the pandemic, like I said before, they were sometimes much sicker 
and they had delayed sometimes the care that they needed. 
 

[00:04:07.310] - DEBRA AMICK 
We have seen our emergency department volume picking up. I think that patients are realizing a few 
things that in some cases they need care and they are coming in to get the appropriate care that they 
need. And we have so many protocols in place to protect patients who come for care. And that includes 
everything from screening of our staff, testing of all of our patients who were admitted to the hospital, 
providing personal protective equipment or staff and then isolating patients who do have COVID, So that 
there isn't cross-contamination with non-COVID patients. And the list goes on and on. But we are 
implementing all our CDC guidelines to prevent the spread of that. And, you know, it's very important if 
someone is having symptoms in many time, time to share that. That could be a cardiac tissue, heart 
tissue, or if someone is having a stroke, the sooner they can get medical care, the better. And in those 
cases, the safest place they could be is in the emergency department receiving the care they need. 
 

[00:05:23.630] - MARLON MANUEL 
It sounds like the bottom line is, is people don't need to sit at home and suffer for fear of catching COVID. 
If you are in a situation where it's an emergency or you're in discomfort. You should see your medical 
professional. 
 

[00:05:36.610] - DEBRA AMICK 
Yes, absolutely. That's right. There are many different conditions that really waiting for care can be 
extremely problematic. And as you said, I think there are some national trends that show that even 
patients who haven't had COVID, there have been more deaths at home and that, I think, is a needless, 
very unfortunate trend, and so it's very important for people to come in and get the care that they need.  
 

[00:06:02.090] - MARLON MANUEL 
Talk about specific measures that Northside is taking to keep everyone safe. You know, everybody goes 
to the grocery store and they see cashiers with facemasks. They see plastic barriers. What can they 
expect when they come to a Northside Hospital facility? 
 

[00:06:18.480] - DEBRA AMICK 
Sure, so, you know, depending on which part of the hospital you're and you will see some different things. 
There are some consistent themes, though, the first  of which is screening of patients. And if there are 
visitors coming prior to them entering the facility and so they're screened for symptoms that the 
temperature is taken. They can also see that they will be required to wear a mask, especially like an 
outpatient going to a physician practice. 
 

[00:06:52.520] - DEBRA AMICK 
They don't have a mask, one will be provided for them. They will also see that the health care workers 
and employees themselves are wearing masks and using what's called personal protective equipment or 
PPE, depending on the care location, that type of care that is being provided. So there are different levels 
of appropriate PPE, to wear. But again, following CDC guidelines, the staff are constantly wearing masks, 
and that's one of the best ways to protect the spread COVID. 
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[00:07:25.400] - DEBRA AMICK 
Some other things, though, that they will see is environmental control. And so that could be used plastic 
dividers or Plexiglas in waiting rooms. We've also taken out chairs in our waiting rooms to make sure that 
we have six feet between chairs for patients and staff. And some things that they won't see but  are in 
play are some of our very consistent disinfection protocols and processes and then the cleaning that's 
happening between patients and visitors and some of the other environmental controls, including 
appropriate air exchangers or the filtration system that we have in our HVAC system. 
 

[00:08:13.610] - MARLON MANUEL 
All right. So you talk about the things that patients and visitors can see. So social distancing, the 
distancing of chairs or the distancing of staff, they can see that. Talk about the disinfecting protocols. I 
think people would be interested to know how is Northside cleaning? What are they cleaning? What do 
they disinfecting? How does that happen? 
 

[00:08:35.540] - DEBRA AMICK 
We have a very robust disinfection protocol for each of our areas within our facility. And so that includes 
common areas, such a waiting room all the way to rooms in which COVID patients are being treated. 
 

[00:08:53.180] - DEBRA AMICK 
And so they are cleaned differently. Again, according to CDC, an infection prevention guideline. And not 
only do we have the protocols, but our staff are required to go through training to ensure that they're 
cleaning appropriately, that they're using the right cleaning material and that they are cleaning at 
appropriate intervals. So all those things are required education for our staff. And then we also even do 
competency check-ups to  make sure that we have some oversight to ensure that those things are being 
done according to the national guidelines and our expectations. 
 

[00:09:33.880] - MARLON MANUEL 
Yeah, can you describe those checkups, those competency checkups? What does that look like? How is 
that executed? 
 

[00:09:40.330] - DEBRA AMICK 
This is something that we do all the time. We have, because the COVID-19 pandemic, we have 
reinforced competency check offs. So we do this for our high risk protocols that we need to be sure that 
we can see a return demonstration of our expectations. And that's really using a checklist to go through 
each element of what's required. And someone observing that in some cases and other those people 
talking through the appropriate ways to do things. And it's just a means for us to have additional 
oversight, to be sure that the national guidelines are being followed. 
 

[00:10:24.880] - MARLON MANUEL 
Because of the disruptions that COVID has caused and it's caused a re-focus by health systems all 
across the country. Is it been a positive that it's helped you refine existing protocols that will carry over 
into times when we're not dealing with a pandemic? Has it made protocols better or the approach better? 
 

[00:10:47.230] - DEBRA AMICK 
We have a emergency management plan as any health system in the country does. And we have 
infectious disease (garbled) plan. But we had to actually activate that plan and to put it in place. And and 
it wasn't a drill. This is real. And as you know, one of the largest pandemic that we face as a country, 
though, certainly has given us an opportunity to utilize our plans that we had in place and to refine that. 
So from that standpoint, I think as a nation, we will be better off and future pandemics and  future 
infectious diseases situations, certainly. 
 

[00:11:33.590] - MARLON MANUEL 
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So I think at the root of all this, it's it's the patient who who worries if I go to the doctor's office, if I go to the 
if I go to the hospital, do I have a real chance of catching COVID? What's this? What's the chance of 
somebody catching COVID if they come into a Northside facility? 
 

[00:11:52.180] - DEBRA AMICK 
So I do understand that concern. You know, the chance of catching COVID at a northside facility is 
extremely low. We have a plethora of safety constraints in place and infection prevention protocols in 
place to protect patients who come to any of our Northside facilities for care, and because of all those 
things that we have in place and that we monitor their effectiveness, the chance catching COVID at 
Northside is very, very low. 
 

[00:12:26.080] - MARLON MANUEL 
 Right. And the safety protocols that you've been talking about, these extend beyond just the five 
hospitals that are in the Northside system, this extends to to all of the Northside facilities, is that correct? 
 

[00:12:38.140] - DEBRA AMICK 
That is correct, yes. So each of our outpatient facilities follows the same overall safety protocol, and that 
includes screening, patient screening of health care workers wearing masks, social distancing, 
appropriate disinfection and so forth. And that's the common theme at each of our facilities across the 
state. 
 

[00:13:06.340] - MARLON MANUEL 
How much of this can be adapted to a home setting or to an office setting? So, you know, the individual or 
the patient, they see this working at a medical facility. How much can they should they practice at home 
after they leave the hospital? 
 

[00:13:21.250] - DEBRA AMICK 
There are certainly some things that should be practiced widely at home, and that would include frequent 
handwashing, disinfection of hard surfaces, high-touch areas. Certainly, if you're wearing a mask in 
public, when you then are home and you take your mask off, you're going to want to wash your hands 
after you take off your bath. Don't want to touch your face unless you perform hand hygiene, and I think 
all of those things are very important aspect that can be carried from the health care setting to the home 
setting to help prevent COVID. 
 

[00:13:59.470] - MARLON MANUEL 
One of the things that was stopped for a period of time, were, elective surgeries. Is Northside doing 
elective surgeries now? Can people safely schedule procedures that they had to postpone? 
 

[00:14:12.520] - DEBRA AMICK 
So we did stop elective surgeries and procedures following CDC, state and national guidelines. And then 
we also, again, following CDC state national guidelines, have resume is elective cases using a very 
thoughtful tiered approach and assessing each patient for any signs and symptoms of that. But then also 
testing all of the patients prior to that to prevent anyone who may be asymptomatic from having a 
procedure or a surgery that will put them at more risk ultimately. And so we have a very careful, thoughtful 
approach that also takes into account not just our elective surgery and those patients, but the number of 
critical care beds that we have, our staffing and the supplies and PPE that we have, all of those things are 
monitored daily and that informs the cases that that we can safely do. 
 

[00:15:18.270] - MARLON MANUEL 
So what do I, as a patient, need to do before I come to my Northside appointment? So I've rescheduled it 
in this new normal. Is it going to look different? Are there things that I need to do differently? What advice 
can you give for that patient? 
 

[00:15:32.940] - DEBRA AMICK 
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Well, what I would say is that some things that you are going to have to notice that would be different 
from a non COVID type situation is that you will be screened typically by phone prior to your appointment 
or your procedure surgery. If you're having COVID symptoms, you may get testing prior to your 
procedure. But then all of our elective surgical patients, procedural patients, those having with a heart 
attack or any type chest pain and patients who are having delivery are tested to make sure that they don't 
have COVID prior to their procedure or if they have to have their procedure, that the appropriate protocols 
are set to ensure their safety if they do test positive for COVID. 
 

[00:16:29.400] - DEBRA AMICK 
Other than that. And, you know, maintaining the normal infection prevention processes and protocols 
recommended by the CDC that we thought talked about, such as social distancing, wearing a mask when 
they're in public. Frequent handwashing, disinfecting their surfaces at home, and things like that won't 
really be much of a difference. 
 

[00:16:54.380] - MARLON MANUEL 
So telemedicine and virtual visits are more prevalent in this age of COVID. Can you explain what a virtual 
visit is? 
 

[00:17:03.400] - DEBRA AMICK 
So a virtual visit is one in which a provider, so either a nurse or a physician communicate with the patient 
using video conferencing or a telephone in some cases and can ask questions That would be asked 
during a normal test that and sometimes even look at physical symptoms that may be happening through 
a video visit. And then and give recommendations to the patient so that they don't physically have to 
come into the office, but they're getting the care that they need virtually 
 

[00:17:37.990] - MARLON MANUEL 
So if I have a bump or a bruise or a rash, depending on my technology, I might be able to show that to the 
doctor. And the doctor can assess that virtually? 
 

[00:17:47.020] - DEBRA AMICK 
Yes, exactly. So, you know, that really avoids the patient having to come in with those things, that can be 
assessed that virtually. So there's been a big bump up in the number of telehealth visits that Northside is 
able to do. And I think it seems like it's the national trend that that may continue after COVID-19. 
 

[00:18:09.730] - MARLON MANUEL 
All right. So, again, when we talk about the disruption that COVID has caused, you know, virtual visits, 
telemedicine, it's kind of pushed hospital systems like Northside and others into the future. What are other 
ways that this pandemic has caused you and others in leadership to consider what that hospital of the 
future will look like? 
 

[00:18:33.040] - DEBRA AMICK 
Well, certainly telemedicine is one that has been very effective. You know, another that that Northside, as 
well as other organizations around the country have implemented it is working at home. And, you know, 
that is not always the right answer for an organization. But certainly in times like this, with appropriate 
technology and be done effectively, you know, other things that will definitely take into the future or some 
of our rapid cycle improvements that we've done and sharing across all five of our hospitals. 
 

[00:19:14.440] - DEBRA AMICK 
Those are things that we've had to implement processes very quickly. And then to monitor those 
processes. And I am hopeful that we'll be able to maintain some of those practices so that we can more 
quickly implement things when needed. So I think we've learned a lot of lessons through this that are 
going to benefit the organization and our community. 
 

[00:19:44.720] - MARLON MANUEL 
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If you're suffering from a life-threatening situation, do not hesitate to call 911.. It's safe to go to the 
emergency room if you need your annual checkup, a procedure to end physical discomfort for a session 
to soothe mental anguish. Make your appointment. It's safe to see the doctor. We've all made life 
changes the past several months. Some you control. Some you could not. But one thing you should never 
let slip away is your everyday health. 
 

[00:20:14.060] - MARLON MANUEL 
Your livelihoods, your families and your joys depend on maintaining physical health, mental balance and 
overall wellness. To learn more about how Northside Hospital keeps patients and staff safe during the 
COVID 19 pandemic, please go to Northside.com/Safety-FAQ. 
 

[00:20:40.580] - OUTRO 
You've been listening to Medical Moments published by Northside Hospital. Like us, and subscribe to 
Medical Moments at Apple Podcasts, Spotify, IHeartRadio or wherever you get your podcasts E-mail your 
comments and episode ideas to PodcastComment@Gmail.com. Our executive producer is Lee Echols. 
Technical director Steven Johnson. Music by Frederic Anderson. Kevin MacCleod. Licensed under 
Creative Commons. I'm your host Marlon Manuel. This is a production of the Manuel Narrative Group. 
 
DISCLAIMER: This is an autogenerated transcript. It is a digital approximation of what was spoken during this 
podcast but is not to be taken as 100 percent verbatim. Errors may exist. 


