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RE-IMAGINING
MEDICINE
In many ways, you can judge
the state of a civilisation by the
condition of its health care. A
country’s ability to run or support
an effective health care system,
whether public or private, reflects
not only on its technology, but
its fundamental ability to provide
a good quality of life for its
citizens. However, as populations
continue to swell, the pressure
on health care systems increases:
fortunately, technology is also
developing at a high rate, and
with it, Cerner has found a way
to re-invent our approach to
medical care.
WRITTEN BY ALICE INSTONE-BREWER
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Founded in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1979, Cerner is now a

broadly-reaching health information technology
company, with their solutions and services contracted
at more than 27,000 provider facilities in over 35
countries. The company has moved beyond simply
creating electronic health record programmes as we
know them today – instead, it has gone back to the
drawing board, using what is made possible by modern
connectivity, and created an entirely new approach that
could revolutionise medical practises. As its slogan
states, “Health care is too important to stay the same”;
with a cumulative R&D investment of over $6.3 billion,
Cerner has committed to that idea.

W

e spoke with Mike Pomerance, Managing Director, Cerner
EMEA and LATAM, to learn more about the solutions
Cerner provides: “If you boil it all down to the most basic

level,” he explained, “We manufacture software that supports
hospitals to automate the care process.” Cerner has two health
information technology platforms it produces that are both gamechanging by themselves, but when applied in combination, they
paint an entirely new picture of health care. From a simple starting
place, the end results seem practically sci-fi. Let’s break it down:
“Wherever there’s paper, we try to remove the paper, and by
doing so, you create secondary benefits. That information can now
be fed into smart servers and computers that can compare the
patient’s situation and readings with best practise. If you’re going in
for a hip replacement and the doctor wants to order a certain drug,
but the computer knows that a different drug is the best option
for the least complications, it can recommend this instead. It’s not
going to stop you from placing the order you want, but it’s going to
suggest that you consider something else.”
This level of automated information and intervention, without
over-riding human decisions, allows care-givers and medical
professionals to focus on the application of human insight without
being the sole bastion of medical knowledge in that situation. At
the very least, it is a helpful safety-net in the case of human error:
“We are unfortunately still looking to humans to be able to give us
the best information. In my generation, doctors spent their entire
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the best information. In my generation, doctors spent their entire

Enter HealtheIntent. The innovation is a vast server system that

career learning; they had to take books and turn that information

allows the collection and collation of medical data from a range of

into actionable items that they use on a daily basis. Today, in that

sources. Instead of being limited to what is entered within hospitals

same position, it is impossible to keep up with the literature.

and clinics, this system can take data from smart watches, electronic

I think what we’ll see in the future is that the information and

scales, diet apps, and any other system that monitors our health

knowledge will come from a machine, and the human will provide

in our data-heavy world. This could provide medical professionals

the empathy that you require to understand it and the patient on

with a more accurate, well rounded assessment of a patient’s

another level.”

health, which would speed up diagnostics, improve accuracy, and

The application of this software is not limited to hospitals and

allow them to give the best possible care. “That’s the second fallacy

GP offices; it can be used anywhere that patient care takes place,

that current medicine has, I think,” speculated Mike. “Doctors and

including school clinics, laboratories, and even people’s homes.

nurses are being asked to care for patients based on 3-4% of the

However, whilst the automated secondary benefits of this server

information about that particular patient.”

system are useful, they are not the most dramatic of Cerner’s

To collect this data, Cerner doesn’t need to speak with the

innovations. HealtheIntent, its second major software project, takes

companies providing these apps – all it needs to do is talk to the

modern possibilities far further, with potentially industry-changing

consumer, who can opt to send it wherever they want. However,

results. To explain the changes it offers, Mike painted this picture:

Mike believes it will take a 5- to 10-year shift before this vision is

“In a hospital or clinic setting, you give your doctor information that

in full effect. In the meantime, the company’s best clients for the

goes into their electronic records. But let’s say that you go home,

system are governments and ministries of health.

and you’re on your scale, or perhaps you’re diabetic and you take

However, when it comes to debates over health care systems, a

your glucose reading: where does that information go?” Currently,

key element has long been data protection. Given these concerns,

such data is lost, trapped in what Mike calls an ‘information silo’.

we asked Mike whether he felt data sharing would be an obstacle

“You want it to go to the same place – on the medical records.”

for their vision:
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“Currently, governments are often the custodians of medical
data, so they can be very rigid in terms of how to share it, who

information. Depending on the liquidity of the country, this could
happen faster or slower - between 5-10 years.”

can share it and who can have access to it.” Mike doesn’t believe

Mike’s prediction shows great confidence in patients being

that this difficulty will last forever, however, or that this issue is a

happy to share their data with Cerner; we asked why he believed

concern in every country. “If you look at the United Arab Emirates

this would be the case: “There will always be people who are

or Qatar or Saudi Arabia, where they still basically have a king or a

worried that their data could fall into the wrong hands, but my

ruler, you can go and sell to them, and say ‘Don’t you want what’s

personal belief is that that group will become less over time. Today,

best for your people? If we aggregate everything together, you’ll be

people don’t want to share that information because only bad

able to do a better job’, and they’ll say ‘Make it happen. Done.’

things come of it. For example, if I have a chronic illness and I share

But what of Western countries? HealtheIntent is already starting

that information, I may not be able to get insurance, so it only hurts

to be used in the UK, the United States, Australia and Canada, in

me. Now, if I can share information, receive better treatment and

both private and public healthcare, but Mike feels the transition to

maybe spend less on it, that has a benefit. Once the cost of not

patients choosing wide-scale personal data sharing will take time.

sharing data is more than the cost of sharing, people will begin to

“There’s going to be a switch, and that switch will come when the

share. People already share a lot of information today that maybe

consumer decides what’s going to happen to that data. That will

ten years ago, you’d have never have thought they would.”

primarily be because, at some point in the future, the government

In many ways, the transition that Mike predicts will be easier for

will stop being able to pay for the care of the people.” Mike predicts

less developed countries than it will be for our device-rich societies.

that eventually, this strain will lead to a move from public to private

“Countries who have not really started down an electronic health

healthcare in countries where this is not the case. “As that financial

record path have an opportunity to shift to the best health care

burden shifts from the government to the person, that person will

possible, because they’re going to start at a country level.” Mike

decide what’s best for them, and they’ll want people to have this

envisions these countries starting afresh with Cerner’s system,
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meaning a more total transition happening quicker than in Western

practice efficiently. “We cover basic topics such as ‘How do I

countries. However, even though it is predicted to involve a longer

redesign my laboratory now that I have this piece of software?’

timeline, once consumer-led, device-rich countries have made

through to advanced questions like, ‘How do I try to slow down the

the shift in attitude that Mike predicts, the amount of information

incidents rate of diabetes for my population?’”

available will be life changing.

Overall, the long-term projections for this software are

With this level of automation, where do the possibilities end?

hypothetical for now, but its current benefits, and the visible

Combined with AI technology, Mike sees it affecting the way we

trends in our relationship with technology as a whole, imply that

access medicine: “Pretty soon, I think we’ll see medical care in the

this breakthrough should not be underestimated. Between these

home being delivered via virtual reality. Why should a sick person

two Cerner health information technology platforms, medical

have to get dressed to drive across town to sit in a clinic with other

professionals could have a wealth of instantly accessible data on

sick people, when 80% of the time, the doctor’s just going to ask

their patients at their disposal, run through diagnostics that can

you five questions, maybe take a couple of measurements, and

recommend the best course of treatment with all variables taken

give you a prescription. That can be done from your home, from

into account. This would up efficiency, reduce human error, and

your TV.”

save on money and work hours, which could in turn assist in the

This removal of human interaction is not without its risks: “If

current strains on health care bodies. Whether public or private,

you go to the extreme, you’re going to end up with no personal

both types of healthcare could, and already do, benefit from the

touch, just talking to a machine. But on the other hand, I believe

use of Cerner’s technology. Where we go from here? Only time will

there is an opportunity for doctors and nurses to become less of

tell, but clearly, it is time for a change.

data collectors and more empathetic helpers, there to give that
human touch that a computer will never be able to do.”
Given the potential complexities of such a change, Cerner
provides consultations on how to apply their software to your
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