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Digital radiography is the use of digital for-
matted images (as opposed to analog hard 
!lms) for radiography (x-ray studies). "e 
images are viewable on any digital player, 
such as a home computer or DVD player. 
Images also are manipulable (lighter, dark-
er, zoomed, and rescaled) with easy-to-use 
home so#ware programs.

"e images are also quick: Most x-rays are 
transmitted from the x-ray room directly to 
the physician in the exam room. "e pictures 
can be displayed on the doctor’s screen before 
the patient gets back to the examining room. 
"e patients can have the images e-mailed to 
their homes or get printouts or CD copies of 
the x-ray to take with them. “Patients love it, 

because it is so simple,” Madden says. “"ey 
can see [the image] in real time and tell 
immediately what’s wrong and what they 
have to do.”

“It makes me feel like Ansel Adams,” says 
Paolo Iafrati, an x-ray technician with Com-
monwealth since 2000. “I can !x an x-ray 
with a mouse.” He especially appreciates the 
new technology because it is cleaner and 
faster. “Before, with conventional develop-
ment, I had a processor and it involved a 
lot of chemicals,” he says. “It was a dirty job, 
messy.” "e time di$erence is also dramatic. 
“Before, if you were fast, it could take !ve 
or six minutes,” he says. “Now you can see 
the image on the screen a#er 10 seconds. 

Digital Radiology
Filmless images bene!t patients, physicians, and staff

Mark Madden, MD, had serious concerns about the revolutionary 
technology when Commonwealth Orthopaedics adopted digital 
radiology-radiography in 2002. But !ve years later, Madden’s 
initial skepticism has proved unfounded. “From the !rst day, the 
procedure has really gone on without a hitch,” he says. “It has 
improved our ability to care for the patient.” 



Commonwealth Orthopaedics 11

It takes less than a minute to develop an image 
— I can develop and process it and have the 
image ready to view in around a minute.”

In addition to super!cial advantages, there 
are signi!cant medical advantages to digital 
radiology, says Steven Hughes, MD, a Com-
monwealth spine surgeon. “What you want 
— and get — are diagnostic-quality images 
that are easier to view,” he says. “With digital 
technology, there are fewer retakes. It cuts 
time and there are no lost !lms.”

Colleague Robert Dombrowski, MD,  agrees. 
“It makes it easier to retrieve the x-ray in real 
time,” he says. “Find a problem, and take care 
of it right away. It’s the best diagnosis pos-
sible, as fast as possible.”

Commonwealth doctors agree that digital 
imaging has made handling x-rays much 
easier for doctors and patients than tradi-
tional hard copies. For example, Hughes 
says, patients who want copies of their x-
rays previously got big, bulky copies that 
were di%cult to transport and could ruin if 
folded or le# in an overheated car.

Dombrowski says that in addition to medical 
advantages, digital radiology o$ers economic 
and environmental bene!ts. “It helps lower 
overall overhead by reducing costs of materi-
als and makes us more e%cient,” he says. “X-
ray technicians have less clerical work to do 
because they are not !ling pictures or trying 
to keep track of !lms. Now, they just take the 
pictures and work the computer.”

Environmentally, Hughes says, digital x-rays 
have been revolutionary. “No more plas-
tic paper, silver particles, and chemicals go 
down the drain,” he says. “No more stacks 
and barrels of material. And no more storage 
room for !ling.”

Hughes and Madden agree that Common-
wealth was the earliest practitioner of digital 

imaging on a large scale — and the only non-
radiological facility to use it — in the area. 
“We have more digital x-ray machines (10) 
than any other o%ce,” Hughes says. “I’d just 
say we’re doing whatever we can to meet the 
needs of our patients.” CO

Robert M. Dombrowski, MD, 
earned his medical degree from 
Case Western Reserve University 
in Cleveland, Ohio. He completed 
internship and orthopaedic resi-

dency at Georgetown University Medical Center 
in Washington, D.C. Dr. Dombrowski practices 
general orthopaedics with special interests in 
sports medicine, joint replacement, and informa-
tion technology. He is certi!ed by the American 
Board of Orthopaedic Surgery. He serves on 
the Inova Fair Oaks Hospital Operating Room 
Committee, Commonwealth Orthopaedics 
Operating Room and Quality Management 
Committees, and Northern Virginia Medical 
Society School Liaison Committee. He is Team 
Physician for West!eld High School and previous-
ly assisted with D.C. United Major League Soccer 
and 1998 Women’s World Cup Soccer matches.

Steven S. Hughes, MD, gradu-
ated summa cum laude from 
the University of Rochester and 
completed his medical degree with 
honors from the University of Roches-

ter School of Medicine. Dr. Hughes was a surgical 
intern at Bethesda Naval Hospital, completed or-
thopaedic surgery residency at Strong Memorial 
Hospital in Rochester, New York, and completed 
his fellowship in spinal surgery at Case Western 
Reserve Hospital in Cleveland, Ohio, working 
under renowned spinal surgeon Dr. Henry  
Bohlman. As a spine specialist, Dr. Hughes fo-
cuses primarily on operative and nonoperative 
spinal care. He is trained in microsurgery of the 
whole spine with a special emphasis on cervical 
spine care.   

Mark P. Madden, MD, received 
a BS degree from the University of 
Notre Dame, where he was a mem-
ber of the 1977 national champion-
ship football team. He earned his 

medical degree at Georgetown University in 
Washington, D.C., and completed training in 
orthopaedic surgery at Georgetown University 
Medical Center, where he was chief resident. Dr. 
Madden is board certi!ed by the American Board 
of Orthopaedic Surgery. A founding member of 
Commonwealth Orthopaedics, he stays active 
in medical leadership at Reston Hospital as for-
mer chair of the Department of Orthopaedics, 
member of the Operating Room Committee, 
Chairman of the Credentials Committee, and 
member of the  Executive Committee. Dr. Madden 
also is an Instructor of Residents for the George-
town University Department of Orthopaedics.

Robert M. Dombrowski, MD, champions digital radiology. “It makes it easier to retrieve the x-ray in real time,” 
he says. “Find a problem, and take care of it right away. It’s the best diagnosis possible, as fast as possible.”

“ It’s the best diagnosis 
possible, as fast 
as possible.” 

– Robert M. Dombrowski, MD


