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Introduction 

In preparation for a discussion on health informatics, I am asking you to go on a Web Quest related to health informatics (you will work with two areas of this general topic). A Web Quest, involves a case (quest) scenario that you are addressing, the use of the Web for research, and collective sharing of information. To begin this quest, read the brief Health Informatics Background Reading presented below. 

Health Informatics Background Reading (adapted from (Coiera, 2003)
If physiology literally means ‘the logic of life’, and pathology is ‘the logic of disease’, then health informatics is the logic of healthcare. It is the study of how health care knowledge is created, shaped, shared and applied. Ultimately, it is the study of how we organise ourselves to create and run healthcare organisations and to prevent illness and injury. 
The scope of health informatics is enormous. It finds application in the design of clinical decision support systems for practitioners, in the development of computer tools for research, in the surveillence of the spread of disease, in the creation of consumer health devices, in developing health care web sites and so much more. Yet the modern discipline of health informatics is still relatively young. Many different groups within healthcare are addressing aspects of health informatics and not always in a co-ordinated fashion. Indeed, these groups are not always even aware that their efforts are connected, nor that their concerns are ones of informatics. The future health care administrator should understand the general landscape, as they will likely make health informatics decisions. This decisions should be forward thinking and be considered from a “systems” perspective.  

Modern healthcare has moved away from seeing disease in isolation, to understanding that illness occurs at a complex system level. Infection is not simply the result of the invasion of a pathogenic organism, but the complex interaction of an individual’s immune system, nutritional status, environmental and genetic endowments. By seeing things at a system level, we come ever closer to understanding what it really means to be diseased, and how that state can be reversed.

We now need to make the same conceptual leap and begin to see the great systems of knowledge that enmesh the delivery of healthcare. These systems produce our knowledge, tools, languages and methods. Thus, a new treatment is never created and tested in intellectual isolation. It gains significance as part of a greater system of knowledge, since it occurs in the context of previous treatments and insights, as well as the context of a society’s resources and needs. Further, the work does not finish when we scientifically prove a treatment or prevention mechanism works. We must try to communicate this new knowledge and help others to understand, apply, and adapt it.

These then are the challenges for healthcare. Can we put together rational structures for the way clinical evidence is pooled, communicated and applied to routine care? Can we develop organisational processes and structures that minimise the resources we use and maximise the benefits delivered? And finally, what tools and methods need to be developed to help achieve these aims in a manner that is practicable, testable and in keeping with the fundamental goal of health care - the prevention and relief from disease? The role of health informatics is to develop a systems science for healthcare that provides a rational basis to answer these questions, as well as to create the tools to achieve these goals.

Health informatics is thus as much about computers as cardiology is about stethoscopes. Rather than drugs, X-ray machines or surgical instruments, the tools of informatics are more likely to be clinical guidelines, formal health languages, information systems, or communication systems, like the Internet. These tools, however, are only a means to an end, which is the delivery of the best possible healthcare. 

    We can formally say that health informatics is the study of information and communication systems in healthcare. Health informatics is particularly focused on:

1.          Understanding the fundamental nature of health information and communication systems, and describing the principles which shape them,

2.          Developing interventions which can improve upon existing information and communication systems,

3.          Developing methods and principles which allow such interventions to be designed,

4.          Evaluating the impact of these interventions on the way individuals or organizations work and live or on the outcome of the effort.

The field of health informatics can be divided into the following subdomains (areas) and more. 

· Public Health Informatics

· Electronic Health/Patient/Medical Record

· Clinical Decision Support Systems

· Telemedicine 

·  Consumer Health Informatics 

· Web2 in Healthcare

A strong health care administrator will have a basic level of understanding of each of these. 

The Quest (the case scenario)

    Turn the clock forward. Pretend that you are at a management meeting at the site of your future employer. Your company has been a laggard (slow adopter) when it comes to health informatics. Each manager has been charged with the task of providing a very brief overview of a particular area (subdomain) of health informatics. You will come together with colleagues assigned to the same area, negotiate your insights, and prepare a key point poster to present at the board meeting.  This is just a brief introduction meeting. The goal is keep the presentation short and to keep the type of information presented for each subdomain consistent so that each presentation has a parallel format for comparison and to help see how the pieces fit together. You are speaking to the other managers (class members) and two key members of senior management (your instructor and the guest)

I will act as senior manager of the organization and fill in with questions and comments as we go.

The Process and Resources

    Each of you will research a separate aspect (subdomain) of health information systems and then come together in a team of three to four to brainstorm some key question about your health informatics subdomain.

We will address this in a two Phase Assignment

Phase 1 – The Web Quest. (to be completed individually BEFORE class).  You will explore your topic using web resources

Phase 2 - Looking Deeper from Different Perspectives – (in class exercise and discussion). Once you have investigated resources and formed your thoughts on the above, you will work in a team (in class) to develop a flip chart poster to use at the “management meeting” described above. Your end product poster must include answers to the questions above. The key sources you utilized must be documented on your poster (as a footnote). We will have “general meeting discussion about what you found.

Both of these phases are further described in the instructions below.

    INSTRUCTIONS:

Phase 1 – The Web Quest – Individually for homework
1. Read the background material above on health information systems. 

2. This is to be done individually BEFORE class. Your instructor (Dr. Jim Romeis) will assign each of you two of the health informatics subdomains listed below:

a. First three students - Public Health Informatics AND Electronic Health Record

b. Second three students - Clinical Decision Support Systems  AND Telemedicine (particularly in the form of video conferencing)

c. Final three to four students - Consumer Health Informatics (particularly devices) AND Web2 in Healthcare

3. You will look for insight to all of the following Quest(tion)questions about your health informatics subdomain:

a. What is the general definition of the subdomain?

b. What are some of the various technology tools in this subdomain?

c. What are the hopeful promises (positives) associated  with using this technology in health care?

d. Who are the target users of these technologies?

e. What are some of the challenges associated with these technology? Challenges can be in a number of different areas such as: implementation issues, use issues, policy issues, general management issues, costs, management/control issues, design issues, security issues, etc.

f. How or should the subdomains you investigated somehow be connected?

4. Read through the web sources. 

a. Keep track of your sources of key information. Remember to write down or copy/paste the URL of the file you take the passage from so you can quickly go back to it if you need to prove your point.

b. If you print out the files, underline the passages that you feel are the most important. If you look at the files on the computer, copy sections you feel are important by dragging the mouse across the passage and copying / pasting it into a word processor or other writing software. 

c. Cut out pictures where you think it would help us to understand the types of technology. 

5. Be prepared to focus what you've learned into one or two main points that answer the Big Quest(ions) based on what you have learned from the links.

Phase 2 - Debating, Discussing, and Reaching Consensus: Small Teams-  in class
    You have all learned about a different part of WebQuest. You must all now answer the Task / Quest(ion) in small group (each topic set was assigned to three to four people). Feel free to bring in your laptops if needed. Each of you will bring a certain viewpoint to the answer: some of you will agree and others disagree. Use information, pictures, facts, opinions, etc. from the Webpages you explored to convince your teammates that your viewpoint is important and should be part of your team's answer to the Task / Quest(ion). 

Now you are ready to create a poster for each of your topics that will be used at the management meeting to inform the rest of the management team about your health informatics subdomain. Create your posters using the templae indicated below. Please feel free to post pictures on your poster (particularly to show technologies), where appropriate (pictures are worth 1,000 words).  Also, please provide a list of your key sources at the bottom on your poster (key references section). 
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Phase 3 – Presenting to the Entire Group: In class
You will share your small team effort at the management meeting. Teams need to decide how they would like to handle their presentation (one or more spokespersons for the team). I will work with each team to help present the overview of each topic to the entire class. Focus on the points on your poster only. 

Conclusion

After what I am sure will be very nice work from all of the junior management teams, as time allows, I will conclude with some visions for the future and overriding challenges facing health informatics. We might also discuss some overarching issues in using the web for health care information.
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