
5501 Dillard Drive Cary, NC 27518
www.medfusion.com  |  919-882-2800

The evolution of technology in the healthcare industry over the past 30 years has occurred in three distinct waves.

The first, a financial wave, was facilitated by the industry’s adoption of payer and provider IT solutions to speed billing and 
reimbursement. Clinical in nature, the second wave introduced electronic health records (EHRs) and new delivery system 
models initiated to address problems and failures from the first wave.

Now, the industry is entering wave three – consumerization – focused on areas such as wellness, patient engagement, 
and personalized medicine. This wave, like the other two, has also been facilitated by health IT, specifically the massive 
consumer adoption of smartphones and mobile fitness and health monitoring devices. Through this technology, consumers 
are managing their chronic conditions using interactive apps and other integrated biometric devices, which has led to an 
increasing desire to communicate and receive personal health data from their providers whenever and wherever they choose.

With the adoption of technology in this third wave, more care decisions will be delivered online, supported by an abundance 
of real-time data captured by patient portals and healthcare technology devices. Providers and payers must initiate 
engagement with the consumer by investing in integrated, consumer-facing information technology that can help manage the 
data influx and engage consumers for the long-term, regardless of how the care is delivered.

Following the money

As with the previous two waves, the consumer wave has been driven not only by technological innovation, but also by the 
influence of government and commercial payers. During the first wave, financial, payers introduced electronic eligibility 
checks, claims processing and reimbursements. Providers responded by implementing their own IT solutions that helped them 
code and submit claims faster and cleaner, as well as tools that analyzed payments to ensure that their organizations were 
being reimbursed to their contractual maximum.

While the financial wave helped increase the accuracy and speed of payment, it did not effectively control the precipitous rise 
of healthcare spending. As expenditures continued to climb, government and commercial payers moved the industry to the 
second wave, clinical, which includes the adoption of EHRs, now reaching a 78 percent adoption level among physicians.
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Buoyed by these integrated financial and clinical information systems, the clinical wave also spurred the creation of new 
payment and delivery models, such as risk-based contracts, Patient-Centered Medical Homes and Accountable Care 
Organizations. Many have observed the new models are not new programs, but rather evolved adaptations of the capitation 
agreements and Health Maintenance Organizations popularized during the financial wave.

These new clinical innovations are enabling payers and providers to access and analyze clinical data, both at the patient and 
population level, to improve care coordination and outcomes, while helping avoid costly errors and readmissions.

Adjusting to the new paradigm

Increased financial and clinical data exchange between providers and payers is now leading to this third wave in healthcare: 
consumerism. This wave is being driven by consumers’ greater personal financial stake in their healthcare and the public health 
insurance marketplace, created by the Affordable Care Act. Consumers can annually choose from multiple health plan options 
and provider networks. They are further empowered by personal mobile devices that offer opportunities for health data access 
and provider engagement.

Providers and payers can prepare their organizations for this increased consumerist mindset by implementing information 
technology tools that will encourage consumer engagement and will help them manage the tsunami of data that will be 
supplied by these consumers including personal health monitoring devices that track wellness or manage chronic conditions.

Organizations, however, must learn from the previous evolutionary waves in healthcare when choosing their tools. For 
example, when organizations were selecting financial and clinical information systems during those respective waves, too 
many institutions selected closed systems that were inoperable with other providers in the care ecosystem, frustrating 
consumers and requiring expensive modifications.

When choosing consumer-facing applications such as patient portals, organizations should strongly consider open systems 
that can integrate with their current financial and clinical systems, but also capture data from unaffiliated entities and patients. 
“Providers that are first to integrate the various information sources — from pharmacists, ambulatory centers, clinics, and so 
forth — will find themselves central to a consumer’s health and will be rewarded with increased loyalty and more effective 
interactions with patients,” wrote authors from McKinsey & Company in a 2010 article in the American Journal of Managed 
Care.

McKinsey authors also pointed out that this consumer-facing technology must be simple to use and understand to encourage 
adoption. With smartphone adoption reaching 68 percent of consumers, these portals should also have a dedicated mobile 
application that allows users to access their PHI and perform common tasks such as appointment scheduling or requesting a 
prescription renewal.
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Future fast approaching

Recent agreements between consumer electronics companies, health systems, and EHR vendors indicate that the consumer 
wave is developing faster than the previous two waves and stands to be more disruptive to providers and payers due to the 
sheer amount of data that will be generated. This consumer wave also brings about new opportunities for providers and 
payers to get ahead of the curve and remain competitive.

Similar to the previous two waves, the organizations that respond sooner rather than later, and those that are capable of 
separating the intelligent, valuable information from all the noise that is created, will improve their competitive position in an 
increasingly influential consumer healthcare market. To do so, these organizations must implement open-system technology 
that can be easily configured as their data demands change.

Vern Davenport is president and equity partner of Medfusion.
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