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Change to EMRs will alter the message
Digitizing records is providers’ way of letting patients know they care about quality
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By: Laura Adams
It’s been more than 40 years since Marshall McLuhan coined the phrase, “The medium is the message.” In his influential and controversial book, Understanding Media, McLuhan argued that the medium we use to communicate “shapes and controls the scale and form of human association and action,” and that “the message of any medium or technology is the change of scale or pace or pattern that it introduces into human affairs.”


Well, believe it or not, it has also been more than 40 years since the U.S. healthcare industry first began talking about replacing paper as the medium of choice for communicating patient medical information by creating clinical information networks and electronic medical record systems. Since then, progress has been painstakingly slow. Paper is still, by far, the dominant medium used to collect, store, analyze and share vital patient medical information. 


While the rest of business and society in the U.S. has embraced electronic media, most experts agree that roughly 90% of primary-care providers and more than 75% of hospitals still use paper-based medical records. In a digital age where information is accessed and shared instantaneously, it is hard to believe that some of our most vital information, our healthcare records, are still primarily kept in paper files at places such as doctors’ offices, hospitals and medical labs. Despite tremendous advances in digital information sharing, our healthcare system remains largely dependent on couriers, regular mail, and faxes to exchange critical information such as medications and diagnostic test results like lab tests and X-rays. 


While McLuhan may have never contemplated the media of healthcare, his mantra that “the medium is the message” provides a strong framework for helping the healthcare industry and the public understand the urgent need to adopt electronic medical records and health information exchange (HIE) systems. 


Changing the medium used to communicate patient health information will, indeed, change a message about healthcare. It’s a message that says the healthcare industry is fragmented, wasteful, unsafe, and indifferent to the needs and values of the patient. 
Regardless of the quality, accuracy and integrity of the contents of a medical record, the mere fact that it is paper-based limits its effectiveness as a communication medium in the context of 21st century healthcare delivery. Conversely, an electronic HIE system has the potential to deliver the message that the industry is unified, efficient, safe, and patient-centered. 
The reasons can be found in McLuhan’s argument that the true message of any medium or technology is its influence on human association and action through changes of scale or pace or pattern. The fact that the paper record is not equipped to allow easy access or sharing of vital patient information when it is needed most limits the scale of the healthcare industry’s ability to provide quality, efficient care. Patients are receiving inadequate, inappropriate and unnecessary care because the ability to prevent these situations is beyond the scale of the paper medium. 


Electronic health information exchange will fundamentally change healthcare delivery by changing the associations and interactions between healthcare providers, patients and their health information. This represents a tremendous shift in healthcare practice. No longer will the medical record be a static repository of information that is used to provide retrospective care. Rather, it becomes a readily available electronic extension of the patient that improves healthcare decisionmaking and delivery across many different settings, focusing healthcare on patients in ways never before possible. Physicians and providers who use the new electronic medium will demonstrate their commitment to improve healthcare and will be rewarded with greater knowledge and more efficient practices. They will be freer to do what they do best—take care of patients not paperwork.


The Markle Foundation echoed this sentiment in its 2004 report, Achieving Electronic Connectivity in Healthcare: “The inability to efficiently and rapidly access the information that is contained in dispersed, paper-based medical records has serious consequences. Clinicians must sometimes provide care without knowing what has been done previously, which may lead to treatments that are redundant, ineffective or even dangerous—all of which imposes needless costs. Meanwhile, patients lack easy access to the information they need to collaborate with their doctors, further raising costs and impairing quality.” 
As president and chief executive officer of the Rhode Island Quality Institute, a not-for-profit organization that serves as Rhode Island’s Regional Health Information Organization, I strongly believe that migrating to an electronic medium is essential to addressing the problems that plague our healthcare system. It’s our goal to bring the delivery of healthcare out of the paper-based medium, which we recognize as a root cause of significant waste and harm. 


But we’re under no illusions. While we have a clear understanding that health IT undergirds virtually every major healthcare reform initiative being advanced today, we also fully recognize that health IT alone adds little to no value if developed in isolation from other critical reform initiatives. But no matter which healthcare reforms you support, whether it’s primary care's medical home model emphasizing patient-centered primary care and prevention; consumer-driven healthcare; quality improvement and reduction of medical errors; pay-for-performance: population health and disease management: access for all; fraud and abuse detection; transparency; and public reporting on quality and costs—none of these can succeed without a constant flow of reliable and timely clinical and administrative information, the kind that is only produced by an electronic medium. 
As the U.S. develops a more fully electronic health information medium, senders and receivers of health information will interact in fundamentally different ways, reshaping the very nature of the healthcare delivery system. In his book, McLuhan used the example of the development of the railway system. He argued that “the railway did not introduce movement or transportation or wheel or road into human society, but it accelerated and enlarged the scale of previous human functions, creating totally new kinds of cities and new kinds of work and leisure.” By the same token, the electronic health information medium does not introduce healthcare diagnosis or treatment or the concept of maintaining accurate, detailed medical records but it will certainly accelerate and enlarge the scale of healthcare functions, creating totally new ways to effectively care for patients.
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