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EMRs are not designed for patient care. Is there anyone working in health IT who
can honestly say that he or she never heard this statement being made hundreds or
thousands of times? Is there any clinician actually working with patients and EMRs
who can state that such thought never crossed his or her mind? This includes health
IT evangelists and physicians spearheading IT initiatives at the most excellent of
centers of excellence. People complained that EMRs are not designed for patient
care seven years ago, when the first EMR certification body [1] was created. They
said the same thing four years ago when billions of dollars were made available for
the purchase of EMRs. They kept insisting even as use of EMRs was becoming
widespread two years ago, and the chorus remains unchanged today: EMRs are not
designed for patient care.
Seven years is an eternity in the world of computer technology. Seven years ago
Motorola and Blackberry ruled the world and the iPhone was getting ready to be
born. Seven years ago something called Twitter [2] was released and Facebook
launched a high school version of itself. Seven years ago Ken Jennings was
undisputed king of Jeopardy and IBM’s Watson was wrong 85 percent of the time.
We’ve come a long way, baby, but EMRs are still not designed for patient care. Why
is that?
The most common explanation is that EMRs were designed for billing and cannot be
changed. But if a program designed to play Jeopardy can be expanded to practice
medicine, surely seven years is more than enough to refocus EMRs on something
other than billing. The second most common reason given for the inadequacy of
EMRs is the inadequacy of those who build them; because we all know that all great
programmers work at Apple, unless of course, they work at Twitter or IBM or
somewhere in Verona, Wisconsin. More seriously, the third explanation for EMRs
failure to help with patient care is the onslaught of government regulations for EMR
design.
Many, including yours truly [3], are arguing that EMR vendors are so busy meeting
regulatory mandates that there are no resources available to make customers
happy. On second thought though, are we saying that giants like GE that owns half
the planet, or McKesson with its astronomic CEO compensation, or that one place in
Verona, are unable to spring a few bucks for half a dozen developers to make EMRs
better for patient care? Are we saying that a market chock full of very wealthy
customers railing for a solution cannot attract even one manufacturer willing to
solve the problem and collect billions of dollars in return?
Surely we are not saying that seven years is not enough time for writing an EMR
that is designed for patient care. On September 12, 1962, President John F.
Kennedy, in a speech at Rice University [4], officially launched the race to the
moon. On July 20, 1969, Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin walked [5] on the moon. It
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took seven years.
EMRs are not designed for patient care because our medical system is no longer
designed for patient care. Our medical system is being redesigned to provide health
services to consumers, and EMRs are morphing into superb tools for a service
industry.

EMRs are designed to collect increasingly detailed customer information.
EMRs are designed to facilitate market research.
EMRs are designed to standardize and automate transactional complexity.
EMRs are designed to smooth handoffs across the supply chain.
EMRs are designed to orchestrate and monitor production lines.
EMRs are designed to minimize production costs and maximize revenues.
EMRs are designed to provide quality assurance based on exact
specifications.
EMRs are designed to prevent and quickly detect malfunction and noncompliance with specifications.
To be clear, most EMRs can’t do all these things just yet, but they are being
redesigned along these lines, because these new EMRs are foundational to
what David Cutler [6], a Harvard applied economics professor and one of the most
influential health care policy makers, calls the “information technology revolution.”
Continue reading... [7]
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