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The use of information systems in healthcare lags behind other business sectors. One of
the possible reasons is that healthcare traditionally has been a “networked” organization
with no “central command.”  The introduction and use of IS has been shaped by the
different powerful actors determining the delivery of care: professional groups (such as
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physicians, pharmacists, and, to a lesser extent, nurses), healthcare organizations, insur-
ance companies (private and/or public) and regulating bodies (including governments).
Each of the actors has different knowledge reference frameworks and knowledge that
seems difficult to integrate.  Private businesses are more rooted in the concept of “single
line of command” and are moving swiftly into networked knowledge based organizations
to meet the demands of a dynamic marketplace.  What has happened in healthcare
suggests that the development and implementation of IS will become increasingly difficult
as businesses move toward networked organizations.  The four panelists are researching
IS in healthcare from different theoretical angles. They propose that healthcare as an
example of a networked organization bears important lessons for the IS field.

Jos Aarts is researching the design and implementation process of a large hospital
information system. A major feature of the system is the order entry functionality, which
allows physicians to generate orders (such as lab, radiology, and medication), schedule
patient appointments for these orders, and get results. The university hospital in the study
bears the characteristics of a networked organization. Medical activities are grouped in
clusters (internal medicine, surgery, pediatrics, neurology, clinical psychiatry, etc.) and
support groups, such as radiology and pathology, which are actually independent entities,
that are continuously negotiating about patients, services, and utilization of resources.
Actor-network theory provides a theoretical framework to study information systems in
networked organizations (Walsham 1997).  Jos will argue that the order entry func-
tionality of the system is inscribed by a development team representing the interests of
the top level management in the hospital and this inscription causes problems for
physicians to accept the system (Akrich 1992). The necessary translation of the system
into medical work, therefore, is problematic and a stable network of aligned interests is
not yet developing.

Els Goorman studies the connection between health care providers and information
and communication technology (ICT) devices in care processes.  She argues that the way
synergy occurs and relevant factors influencing this synergy can give understanding in the
way ICT supports health care providers in their activities (Luff and Heath 1993).
Studying this possible synergy between care providers and ICT can give recom-
mendations for future development of ICT applications and how to promote this synergy.
Furthermore, she is studying the (un)expected consequences of the use of these ICT
devices for the work of care providers and the transparency of the care process. Data
gathered by means of participatory observations and interviews will be presented.

Heather Heathfield has evaluated the use of electronic patient records in UK
hospitals.  The rate of success of using the electronic patient record depends very much
on the arrangements made between different “networks” in a hospital, including
physicians, ICT-staff, and hospital boards. In order to make sense of the evaluation
results, the complex social and organizational issues that surround the use of IS need to
be understood.  She argues that a useful way of analyzing evaluation results is to use
models from the evaluation of social programs that differentiate between the
“mechanism” of an IS and the context in which it is used (Pawson and Tilley 1997).  This
helps to identify what “works” for “whom” in different circumstances.

Bonnie Kaplan has been actively involved in both medical informatics and in
Information Systems over a long period.  She will argue that understanding healthcare
organizations as networked does not provide predictors for newly networking
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organizations because  healthcare organizations have a different organizational structure,
history, and professional legacy from business organizations. Based on research
evaluating both clinical and consumer reactions to information technologies, she will
describe other ways in which what has been learned in healthcare settings is applicable
to other organizations.  In particular, she will draw on a social interactionist theoretical
framework to present both methodological approaches and empirical findings that
illuminate more general concerns in IS (Anderson and Aydin 1994;  Kaplan 1997).
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