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Introduction
The U.S. hospital industry has undergone numerous significant changes in recent
years. From the way in which hospital providers are reimbursed for the care they
deliver, to the technological advances managing patient information, hospital
leaders have had to navigate a highly turbulent environment in order to survive, let
alone thrive. Fortunately, today’s hospital leaders have a host of information
management tools to support them in their efforts.

As the global non-profit organization leading the transformation of healthcare
through the best use of information technology (IT), HIMSS ensures hospital leaders
fully benefit from their organization’s IT systems, and actively monitors how these
technologies are deployed and utilized. HIMSS’s Annual Leadership Study, for
instance, measures the alignment between organizations’ overall strategic plan and
their IT strategic plan. With seven percent of organizational leaders still reporting a
misalignment between their IT strategic plan and their overall strategic plan
1, HIMSS’ work to positively leverage IT in healthcare settings continues.

This paper explores a few of the most pressing issues healthcare executives face in
today’s healthcare marketplace. We pay particular attention to the information
technologies that can support executives in their decision making process.

HIMSS Research on IT and Healthcare Leadership

Equipping executives for optimal IT decision-making has been a HIMSS theme for
many years now. A 2005 article published in JHIM suggests that the more complex
healthcare environment in which hospitals are presently operating requires
healthcare executives to formulate strategic plans that are not only detailed and
current, but also adequately take into consideration how external events can impact
organizational strategy in the future 2.

HIMSS’s website, which offers resources to healthcare professionals engaged in
their strategic planning process, suggests that “Health IT strategy must align with
the organizational strategy which gives it context, and is central to realizing the
organization’s larger mission and strategic plan” 3.
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Decision Making at Healthcare Organizations
Top CEO Concerns
Recent research released by the American College of Healthcare Executives (ACHE)
suggests that the top three issues CEOs are grappling with include 4:
1. financial challenges;
2. implementing healthcare reform; and
3. addressing patient safety/quality.

Financial Challenges

Financial challenges have long been a top issue for hospital CEOs. Dating back to 2003
when the ACHE first released survey data indicating the top issues of greatest concern to
hospital CEOs, reimbursement issues 5 (including Medicaid reimbursement and government
funding cuts) have consistently ranked as a top issue. The most current release of ACHE
survey data is no exception 6.
That financial challenges continually surface to the top for hospital CEOs should come as no
surprise. Such challenges are enormous and complex. Federal healthcare mandates cutting
reimbursement rates for healthcare procedures, coupled with added federal regulatory
mandates that will impose additional administrative and paperwork burdens have placed
healthcare organizations in a financial “squeeze”, requiring them to provide high quality
patient care for less. For instance, the Balanced Budget Act of 1997 called for a $115 billion
cut over five years from Medicare and a $13 billion cut in Medicaid over the same five year
period 7. At the same time, compliance with HIPAA’s privacy regulations is projected to cost
upwards of $4 billion 8.
In order to remain financially viable, the leadership at healthcare organizations must not
only think about ways in which they can expand revenue, but also ways in which they can
cut costs. Top hospitals have already taken a variety of steps to cut costs from supply and
labor costs, as well gaining efficiencies from Lean practices 9.
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Implementing Healthcare Reform
In 2011, healthcare executives participating in the ACHE survey identified
healthcare reform implementation as their second greatest concern 10. The topic of
healthcare reform is a fairly broad one and includes concerns in a variety of areas
including how healthcare reform will reduce operating costs, impact the alignment
of provider and payer incentives, and impact physician alignment 11.

Healthcare reform is something that plays out at both the state and federal level.
According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, the debate has been
going on for decades at the state level, with legislators regularly debating and
enacting "mandates" or requiring health coverage for specific treatments, benefits,
providers and categories of dependents 12.

Over the past five years, a number of federal initiatives were passed that will change
the ways in which healthcare organizations do business. Most recently, the Patient
Protection and Affordable Care Act (PPACA) 13 was passed in 2010. This Act strives
to decrease the number of uninsured Americans and reduce the overall costs of
healthcare, as well as striving to improve healthcare outcomes and streamline the
delivery of healthcare. In attempting to do so, the PPACA will impact nearly every
aspect of healthcare delivery, requiring healthcare executives to be fully engaged in
every aspect of their organization.

Patient Safety/Quality of Care

Rounding out the top three in ACHE’s 2011 report, Top Issues Confronting
Hospitals, was the area of patient safety/quality 14. More specifically, CEOs
identified concerns in the areas of engaging physicians in improving a culture of
quality, redesigning care processes and pay-for-performance.

Since the IOM report To Err is Human: Building a Safer Health System 15, was released
in 1999, suggesting that preventable medical errors killed between 48,000 and
99,000 people on an annual basis, the healthcare sector has been on a mission to
improve the quality of care. This report suggests that while no single activity can
totally eliminate medical errors, leveraging a variety of solutions can result in
improvements. One of the solutions identified for improving care was the use of
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information technology. In fact, IT executives surveyed by HIMSS have suggested
that achieving meaningful use – which in and of itself includes a number of quality
metrics – and improving patient care are the two top business objectives at their
organization 16.

Indeed, numerous healthcare organizations have indicated that they have achieved
patient care benefits as a result of their IT implementations. Benefits have been
realized in the areas of a decreased length of time it takes to see a patient in the
emergency department, elimination of duplicate tests, and a reduction of medication
errors facilitated by linking bar code scanning to CPOE and electronic medication
administration record systems (eMAR) 17.

Technological Innovation

Advances in science and technology have changed the way we communicate, relate
to one another and think about what it means to be a human being.
For years, technological advances have occurred that have enhanced various walks
of life. The introduction of ATMs in 1969, for instance, changed the face of banking,
making it possible for consumers to access their accounts 24 hours a day, seven
days a week. Or the advent of bar code technology (and more recently QR codes)
has changed the pricing process and inventory control in retail. Cell phones have
introduced the concept of mobility to long distance communications 18 while email
and text messaging has changed the format of our communications with friends,
family and business associates.

Technological Innovation and Healthcare

From the invention of the first vaccination in the late 1700s to the invention of the
iron lung in the 1920s, healthcare has benefited from innovation across a wide
variety of areas 19. While development continued into the 20th and 21st centuries,
healthcare has tended to lag behind other sectors in adopting technology. Medical
imaging devices, such as PET scanners, MRIs and ultrasound machines, help
healthcare professionals reach effective diagnoses. Cardiopulmonary Bypass
Machines maintain circulation for patients while the heart is being repaired via
surgery, and pacemakers ensure that patients’ hearts maintain a normal rhythm 20.
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Similar to these technological innovations, IT also plays an increasing role in the
provision of healthcare in the U.S. While the use of IT for “back office” functions has
been commonplace for some time, the use of this technology to support patient care
has evolved more slowly. For instance, in 1986, 99 percent of U.S. hospitals with
100 beds or more had installed a patient accounting system, while only 43 percent
had an installed laboratory information system (LIS) 21. By 2012, 99 percent of all
U.S. hospitals used a laboratory information system to streamline the process
management of basic clinical services in the laboratory 22. Use of IT solutions is also
becoming more widespread for analytical purposes – more than 40 percent of U.S.
hospitals presently have a clinical data warehousing/mining solution. This
represents an increase from the 19 percent of hospitals that used this type of
solution just five years ago in 2007 23.
It is at this intersection where IT can prove to be a valuable resource to healthcare
executives as they make critical decisions that will impact the future viability of
their healthcare organizations. The AHA report Hospitals and Care Systems of the
Future identified 10 “must-do” strategies that healthcare organizations should
implement in order to be able to successfully meet the needs of patients in the
future 24. Four of these were considered major priorities:
•
•
•
•

Aligning hospitals, physicians and other providers across the continuum of care
Utilizing evidence-based practices to improve quality and patient safety
Improving efficiency through productivity and financial management
Developing integrated information systems

Aligning Care Providers Across the Continuum of Care

Hospitals are more frequently merging, acquiring or partnering with other hospitals
and medical practices to form tightly integrated delivery networks that will enable
them to provide high quality care at a reasonable price 25. In order to gain
efficiencies in this area, healthcare organizations should focus on creating
alignments with physicians and other care providers by creating Accountable Care
Organizations (ACOs) and/or Patient Centered Medical Homes, distributing shared
savings to physicians and incentivizing care providers with quality and efficiency
incentives26.
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While there is confusion about the form ACOs will eventually take, there is little
confusion around the importance of having to develop strong alignment with
physicians. In order to create a more cohesive alignment to the corporate
healthcare organization, many organizations are evaluating the impact of employing
physicians, rather than providing physicians privileges to provide medical care at
their institution. Many top-performing organizations are already establishing
stronger relationships with physicians, believing that it is critical to their future
success to have positive working relationships with physicians in their
community 27.

To successfully navigate the new relationship that healthcare organizations will
have in the future with physicians, it is critical that executives begin to consider the
role that IT will play in establishing a more seamless connection between the
myriad of care settings at which their patient population sees care providers. Key to
creating this relationship is the implementation of technology that will enable
clinicians to access patient data not only from the hospital or their office, but also
from a mobile device that allows anytime/anywhere access. Advanced use of
effective IT solutions can be used as a marketing tool to retain and attract qualified
staff.

Evidence Based Practices

Evidence based practices to support improved quality and patient safety can take
many forms, including the ability to manage utilization variation, effectively
measuring and managing care transitions 28 and establishing best practices for
disease management.

Research outlining the role that IT can play in the improvement of patient safety is
plentiful. Benefits have been demonstrated in a number of areas, including
reduction of medication errors, elimination of duplicate testing, and more timely
provision of healthcare. For instance, The Children’s Hospital of Pittsburg at UPMC
has decreased the time from ordering an antibiotic to the administration of a drug
from more than an hour to 10 to 15 minutes 29. NorthShore University Health
System reported that reports of medication errors have dropped by 80 percent 30
and Sentara Healthcare has reported a five percent reduction in inpatient lab tests,
as a result of the elimination of duplicate orders 31.
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The types of technologies available that can improve technology are equally
widespread. Implementation of computerized provider order entry (CPOE) and bar
coding systems can result in the reduction of medication errors. E-prescribing
solutions can reduce medication errors by eliminating challenges in reading illegible
prescriptions. Data warehouses and business and clinical intelligence solutions can
provide healthcare organizations the tools needed to evaluate care across their
patient populations, identifying areas in which changes in care to reflect best
practices can be made across the organization.

Improving Efficiency

There are numerous ways in which healthcare organizations can improve efficiency
through enhanced productivity and financial management at their organizations,
including identifying the expense per episode of care, sharing savings/financial
gains from performance-based contracts and targeting cost reduction goals 32.

Technology solutions providing healthcare organizations the ability to manage data
will help identify areas in which improvements can be made in the areas identified
above. Approximately half of U.S. hospitals are presently reporting use of business
intelligence technology for financial purposes. This technology enables healthcare
organizations to measure operational key performance indicators that enable them
to cut costs and make decisions in real-time. Advanced skills in this area will be a
baseline requirement for IDNs to survive as an ACO or in a bundled payment
reimbursement scheme. Fewer hospitals use business intelligence software for
clinical purposes. This type of technology can provide information in multiple areas,
including the management of regulatory requirements such as value-based
purchasing 33.
Indeed organizations are already beginning to see benefits from the use of such
computer systems. Sentara Healthcare, for instance, has been able to demonstrate
that their readmission ratio at the first four of their hospitals at which they
implemented Epic’s EMR, saw a reduction of more than 18 percent 34. They also
documented $2.7 M in benefits in 2009 due to a reduction in severity-adjusted
length of stay for patients at their first four go-live hospitals.
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Developing Integrated Information Systems
As already stated, the use of integrated information systems has wide applicability
within healthcare organizations. The strategic implementation and optimization of
IT solutions can promote the use of health information across the continuum of care
and community as a whole, promote an understanding of population disease
patterns and reduce the lag time between analysis and the availability of results 35.
Healthcare organizations are becoming more sophisticated in their use of IT
solutions, as evidenced in the HIMSS Analytics EMRAMSM Model 36. In the past five
years, adoption of technology among U.S. hospitals has accelerated substantially. At
the end of 2007, 71 percent of U.S. hospitals were in either Stages 0, 1 or 2, meaning
that they had not yet begun to implement key technologies that physicians and
nurses could use at the point of care to enhance patient care. Current data suggests
that only 23 percent of U.S. hospitals remain at these stages. At the other end of the
spectrum, the number of hospitals that have achieved Stage 6 or 7, which classifies
the most technologically-sophisticated hospitals in the U.S., has increased
significantly over the past five years, from less than one percent in 2007 to nine
percent today.
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Conclusion
Healthcare executives are highly concerned about financial resources available to
provide patient care, the ability to provide high quality care and the federal
regulations and mandates that impact both funding sources and means by which
quality of care needs to be measured. Having real-time access to the right
information is critical to help executive teams make informed decisions about the
provision of healthcare at their organizations.

IT solutions, used correctly, have the ability to put that information into the hands of
the executive team. In order to ensure that the right IT solutions are in place to
support the collection and analysis of the information required to make those
decisions, executive teams first need to fully lay out and identify their long-term
strategic objectives and ensure that the IT tools that can support those objectives
are strategically aligned with those plans.
For IT to be successfully implemented, the executive team needs to champion the
acquisition and the roll-out of the solutions purchased. This will ensure not only
that the appropriate levels of investment are made in purchasing the technology,
but also that there will be buy-in from the organization’s employees.

The strategic challenge facing executive teams, and their Boards of Trustees, is to
realize these changing realities, and position their healthcare organization for future
financial viability. IT is a key component of that strategic conversation; executives
must first understand how IT can be harnessed to jointly improve outcomes, reduce
costs, and generate new revenue. Then, executives must articulate the plan and
keep staff relentlessly focused.
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