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Health IT: Federal, Private Efforts Begin to Pay Off
B Y  M A RY  E L L E N  S C H N E I D E R

Senior Writer

More than 2 years after President
Bush issued his call to action on
the adoption of electronic health

records, experts say there is growing pres-
sure on physicians to heed that call. 

While physician adoption of EHRs re-
mains low—especially in small practices—
the movement toward pay for perfor-
mance could start to drive adoption, said
Dr. Mureen Allen, senior associate for in-
formatics and practice improvement at
the American College of Physicians. And
the certification of electronic health
records by an independent body, which is
slated to begin this summer, should help
too. “The paradigm to some extent is
changing.”

This month, many of the biggest play-
ers in health information technology will
gather in Washington for National Health
IT Week. More than 40 groups are slated
to participate in this first-ever event, in-
cluding medical professional societies such
the American Academy of Family Physi-
cians, government agencies, a regional
health information organization, and oth-
er public and private organizations. 

The series of events follows on the heels
of more than 2 years’ major actions in the
health IT landscape starting with President
Bush’s State of the Union address in Jan-
uary 2004 in which he called for the wide-
spread adoption of interoperable EHRs
within the decade. 

A few months later, the Health and Hu-
man Services secretary appointed Dr.
David J. Brailer as the first National Health
Information Technology Coordinator. Dr.
Brailer resigned from the post last month
saying that he only planned to stay in the
job for 2 years. Dr. Brailer said there is still
a lot work to be done in closing the adop-
tion gap between large and small physician
practices. His office has been focused on
three strategies to close the gap—lowering
costs, raising the benefits, and lowering

the risks involved in purchasing an EHR
system, he said during a teleconference an-
nouncing his resignation. 

Last fall, HHS Secretary Mike Leavitt es-
tablished the American Health Informa-
tion Community, a federally chartered
commission to advise the secretary on in-
teroperability issues. HHS proposed al-
lowing hospitals and other entities to give
physicians health IT hardware, software,
and training. 

HHS also awarded three contracts to

public and private groups to create
processes for harmonizing information
standards, certifying health IT products,
and addressing variations in state laws on
privacy and security practices. 

And starting in January, prescription drug
plans participating in the Medicare Part D
program were required to begin support-
ing electronic prescribing. The regulation is
optional for physicians and pharmacies. 

Most recently, the Food and Drug Ad-
ministration adopted the Systematized

Nomenclature of Medicine (SNOMED)
standard as the format for the highlights
section of prescription drug labeling. The
format will be required starting on June 30
for all new drugs and drugs approved with-
in the last 5 years. The use of the SNOMED
standards will make it easier for electronic
systems to exchange FDA-approved label-
ing information, according to the agency.

One of the most significant develop-
ments has been the establishment of the
Certification Commission on Health In-
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formation Technology (CCHIT). This
group was formed in 2004 by the Ameri-
can Health Information Management As-
sociation, the Healthcare Information and
Management Systems Society (HIMSS),
and the National Alliance for Health In-
formation Technology to develop criteria
for the certification of EHRs. 

CCHIT received a 3-year grant from
HHS last fall to certify products in the am-
bulatory and inpatient settings, and to
certify the systems’ networks. The an-
nouncement of the first certified products
in the ambulatory setting is expected in
late June or early July. 

The means for objectively comparing

EHR systems is “about to become a real-
ity,” said CCHIT Chair Dr. Mark Leavitt. 

Current estimates put physician adop-
tion of EHRs at around 14%. Dr. Leavitt
said he hopes that by taking some of the
risk out of buying an EHR product it will
boost those adoption figures. 

“I think we are on track,” said Dave
Roberts, vice president of government re-
lations at HIMSS. While physicians still
need to be educated about the value of
EHRs, there are some other encouraging
signs. For example, many states are be-
coming more interested in health IT and
are helping to form regional health infor-
mation organizations, he said.

These groups, called RHIOs, help to
standardize the various regulations and
business policies surrounding health infor-
mation exchange. The federal government
has funded more than 100 of these re-
gional projects, and more efforts, support-
ed by private industry or state govern-
ments, are underway, according to HHS.

“The states are really buying into this
whole initiative,” Mr. Roberts said. 

For the majority of physicians, it just has-
n’t made financial sense to purchase an
EHR system, Dr. Allen said. However,
some physicians are beginning to see a
strategic advantage in the adoption of tech-
nology. One advantage stems from regula-

tions that encourage electronic prescribing. 
EHR adoption is inevitable, Dr. Allen

said, if only because so many younger
physicians were trained on EHRs and it is
not acceptable to them to go back to a pa-
per system once they enter practice. And
older physicians recognize that the change
is coming, she said.

But Dr. Allen advised physicians that
they don’t need to jump into a full-blown
EHR system. Electronic prescribing sys-
tems and electronic patient registries may
be easier to adopt than a full EHR system.
Physicians can also purchase EHRs in a
modular fashion so that they can ramp up
over time, she said. ■
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