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Electronic Health Recor ds. L essons from the iPhone
Open programs to third-party developers, say twb-s&avvy physicians.
By Emily Singer

Thanks to the $19 billion designated for healthedaformation technology in the
recent stimulus bill, electronic health records Ejihave garnered a great deal of
attention in the past few weeks. The bill setse$itl7 billion in incentives for
physicians and hospitals that use qualifying EH&giftming in 2011, and $2 billion
for the development of standards and best-pragtictelines over the next two years.

The bill does little to specify the types of teclogy that health-care providers must
use, leaving the details to a newly appoimtational coordinator for health
information technologyGiven the amount of money at stake, both EHR @endnd
the medical community are anxious to see exactly these details will unfold over
the next two years. In an article in the currestiesof theNew England Journal of
Medicine, physiciang&enneth Mandandlsaac Kohaneutline their prescription for
creating an effective EHR system. Their approachaseled on successful IT
products outside of health care, including the righand Facebook, which rely on
innovative applications from third-party programmsidviandl and Kohane propose
what they call a platform approach, in which EHRders sell a flexible, basic
platform that is designed to work with componentsrf other vendors, much as the
iPhone works with applications made by a myriathofl-party developers.

Mandl and Kohane, both members of the Harvard/MéRlth Sciences and
Technology Program &hildren's HospitaBoston spoke withTechnology Review
about why their approach is crucial in digitizingalth care.

Technology Review: Why should EHRs be more like the iPhone?

| saac Kohane: On the iPhone, if you don't like how an applioatdoes a particular
task--managing a to-do list, for example--you cawwload one of ten other available
task-management software systems. That's becaysde éyeated a market for third
parties to create new applications. Consequengiyebapplications are being
developed, creating a competitive market.
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TR: How does that compare with health-care IT sys®ems

IK: The contrast is stark. Most existing programstiaese big monolithic applications
designed to solve all the challenges and taskdthatlopers conceived there todies
hospital or doctor's office. If the practitioneradn't like a specific thing, they can't
replace it. They either have to tough it out anal déth a system that doesn't fit their
needs, spend lots of money and more time with émelor to customize the
application, or throw out the whole system andtstgain. We know from the iPhone
and Facebook and their widgets that this just recessary.

Kenneth Mandl: We have to assume that we don't know what funatity we [will]
want five years from now. We need to build a systeat will evolve with our
thinking, with our science, and with our healthecaystem.

TR: Would patients benefit from this kind of approadiill we soon be able to view
lots of different test results on our iPhones,éoample?

IK: Yes! The platform model will greatly ease thelipfor vendors of personal
health records to offer connectivity or subscriptsrvices on hospital or practice
platforms. This will accelerate access to the patiacluding on the iPhone.

TR: What kind of third-party applications are yountking about?

IK: Genetic testing in clinics has been availablenfiore than 20 years, yet studies
show that most doctors don't know how to orderiatetpret such tests. Few EHRs
support any genetic testing or interpretation ofegie tests. If you had a platform
model, a number of companies, including some ogttisting [direct-to-consumer]
ones, could build applications to order tests adide interpretation.

TR: The aim of the stimulus bill, obviously, is tanstilate the economy. Will this
approach help?

IK: We see this as being stimulating to the econdragause it allows scores of
companies to develop business plans around thedieatns. The basic platforms
could be sold by existing vendors but be desigonddad third-party applications. It
would create a much larger ecosystem of competinglying health-care applications
driven to meet the different niches of health-qawectice. Urban and rural practices,
for example, don't need the same kind of support.

TR: Does the recent stimulus legislation move us@rtght direction or the wrong
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direction?

IK: The legislation is not specific enough to endahseplatform approach or argue
against it. The concern is that the money has &pkat awfully fast. If nothing
particularly innovative is done soon, it's the sileneady applications [which would
likely closely resemble existing EHR programs] thdt be implemented, and those
are monolithic. We would argue that one of the niogiortant things government
could do is propose rapid adoption of a platfornmdeidhat would allow third-party
applications.

TR: Recent studies suggest that very few hospitalgphagsicians' offices are using
EHRs. How will that affect implementation effortges the next two years?

KM: You can look at low adoption rates as a glaskdmpty or half full. The empty
view is that we have not been successful in gettiegechnology out there. But we
are looking at the glass as half full. There ate & offices out there that are ready for
something completely new.
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