
Improving Population Health: 
The Public Health Factor

            Public health’s goal is to develop a consensus-driven strategy to 

deliver the greatest return on the nation’s investment in health reform. 

As such, it is a worthy—even critical—investment to keep in mind when 

it comes to developing initiatives to improve population health.”
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The Public Health Factor
Our country’s healthcare system is 
at the beginning of a bold social ex-
periment; we seek to transform an 
overly expensive, disease-oriented, 
generally disjointed “system” into 
an effective and efficient coordi-
nated system that focuses first and 
foremost on the health of individu-
als and populations. It has been 
clear from the beginning of this 
experiment that the way in which 
health information flows, and is 
used, will be a critical component 
in improving population health, 
and that health IT is foundational 
to overall healthcare reform efforts.

Public health has every reason to 
see this bold experiment succeed, 
because ultimately it supports the 
core public health mission—ensur-
ing healthy individuals in healthy 
communities. As a nation we have 
an equally vested interest in the 
success of healthcare reform, as 
it not only impacts our physical 
health, but also our fiscal health. 
There is evidence that there is a 
symbiotic relationship between 
healthcare and economics, accord-
ing to the New England Journal of 
Medicine: “Sustained economic 
hardship leads to poorer physi-
cal, psychological, and cognitive 
functioning.”1  The reverse is also 
true—strengthening our country’s 
health strengthens our economy. At 
the heart of this cycle of health is 
the Health Information Exchange 
(HIE), which integrates and lever-
ages critical information from all 
sectors of the healthcare system 
for optimal insight, effectiveness 
and efficiency.

1 New England Journal of Medicine, 1997;337:1889-95
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The Picture of Health
With healthcare reform, a com-
munity-health focused health 
system develops. Under this 
system, healthcare providers have 
complete patient information at 
their fingertips, and treatments 
are determined using up-to-date 
decision-support guidelines. In 
such an environment, the patient 
benefits and community health 
metrics improve.

HIEs with public health participa-
tion will be key to attaining this 
ideal state, as illustrated by the 
following five opportunities for 
health transformation driven by 
the collaboration inherent in HIEs. 
These “worthy aims” are based 
on real-world examples of critical 
benefits that accrue—facilitating 
improved individual and communi-
ty healthcare—when public health 
is an active partner in the HIE. 

Worthy Aim: Physicians have easy 
access to all patient-specific information 
that is housed by public health.  
n   Public health offers valuable and timely individual health 

information, organized in a range of information systems. Many 

health departments link their internal information systems, 

which further facilitates access to integrated comprehensive 

information on a specific individual. For example:

•  Immunization, newborn dried blood spot, hearing, and 

lead screening systems contain information important to 

physicians providing care to children

•  Environmental and health surveillance systems contain 

information that could guide medical care for an 

individual.

Snapshot  
of Success

Rhode Island’s KIDSNET 
provides a good example 
of a confidential, com-
puterized child health 
information system. 
The State uses KIDSNET 
to serve families, pe-
diatric providers, and 
public health programs, 
including the child im-
munization program. In 
most communities, this 
information is available; 
electronic linkages and 
partnerships can make it 
all work together.



5

2
3

Worthy Aim: Eliminate unnecessary 
emergency department admissions for 
chronic conditions. n  With public health, 

hospitals, and healthcare organizations working together 

to monitor and track trends in emergency department use, 

healthcare providers would be able to  detect where targeted 

case management and other interventions could reduce or 

eliminate admissions.

Worthy Aim: Physicians are fully 
informed about the health threats in their 
communities n  When public health departments 

offer timely and geographically specific information to HIEs, 

they enable physicians to examine patients in terms of a 

community’s major health threats, such as heart disease, 

asthma, obesity, or low birth weight. Public health can 

help identify these issues and inform providers, opening 

opportunities for early intervention. 

Snapshot  
of Success

Ann Kitchen of the Indi-
gent Care Collaboration 
in Austin, Texas, notes: 
“We can demonstrate that 
timely utilization of data, 
coupled with a deliberate 
approach to care manage-
ment and coordination, 
has helped reduce emer-
gency room visits and ER 
costs, thereby reducing 
overall costs and improv-
ing patient care. Public 
health and other partners 
make this possible by 
having targeted informa-
tion readily available for 
primary and secondary 
prevention.”

Snapshot of Success
The Institute for Urban Family Health in New York City collaborates with hospitals and the Department 
of Health and Mental Hygiene to provide care to underserved urban populations. The health department 
notifies the Institute of potential health threats in its community, and physicians help identify patients 
at risk from communicable disease threats. 

“Even as physicians practicing in large groups, we have no means to monitor outbreaks of disease in 
the community to help inform our diagnostic and treatment decisions,” says Dr. Neil Calman, Direc-
tor of the Institute. “By having information in hand quickly [from public health], we are able to have a 
very real impact on the care we give to individuals, on their health, and ultimately on the health of the 
community.”
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Worthy Aim: Physicians are able to 
prescribe the most effective antibiotic 
for a patient’s condition. n  Antibiotic drug 

resistance is a growing healthcare concern. Connecting 

public health surveillance more directly and efficiently 

to healthcare providers, ancillary providers, and patients 

through an HIE opens a door to more timely detection of 

antibiotic resistance in specific geographic locales. This 

approach also provides an avenue for regular updates about 

public health recommendations for preferred therapies.

Worthy Aim: Physicians are able to 
easily report all notifiable diseases and 
conditions. n  Today, most communities know 

only a fraction of their reportable disease burden. This 

is due partly to arcane, paper-based processes and the 

infrequent encounters physicians typically have with 

these diseases. Nonetheless, the spread and effect of 

infectious agents adds to the cost of illness, a cost borne 

invisibly by many communities. The capacity of the HIE 

to automatically send a report electronically to public 

health from clinical laboratories and physicians’ electronic 

systems can relieve the burden of paper reporting from 

practicing physicians. HIEs offer hope that public health 

authorities and healthcare providers can work together 

to benefit the health of individuals and the community 

through full and timely reporting of all such diseases.

Snapshot  
of Success

Dr. Calman tells of a sce-
nario in which area public 
health entities reported 
not only the outbreak of 
a specific disease in his 
area, but also which an-
tibiotic had proven most 
effective in combating the 
outbreak. The efficiency 
of information exchange 
allowed him to treat pa-
tients without the delay 
and risks of a trial-and-
error approach.
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The Role of Public Health
Governmental public health is 
committed to building this future, 
as a trusted partner with many 
others, consistent with the vision 
of healthcare reform. This requires 
the will, at all levels of public 
health, to formulate a nationwide, 
enterprise-wide strategy; a rational 
approach to public health informa-
tion system development, modern-
ization and maintenance that is 
consistent with the HITECH vision 
and priorities. And yet, the HITECH 
Act and healthcare reform efforts 
are occurring during challenging 
times for the governmental public 
health system: budget crises at all 
levels of government, shrinking 
workforces, competition with the 
healthcare sector for people skilled 
in health IT and informatics, and 
aging information systems may all 

challenge public health’s capac-
ity to respond effectively to these 
initiatives. 

In order to help address these is-
sues, some funding has been made 
available to public health through 
HITECH, more through the Preven-
tion and Public Health Fund. Public 
health at all levels of government is 
focused on the best way to respond 
to health reform opportunities 
and challenges, setting priorities 
and determining how to maximize 
benefit while controlling costs and 
risk. In order to accomplish this, 
public health is beginning to func-
tion more as an enterprise or sys-
tem, with shared, consensus-driven 
priorities and strategies. 

Keeping Public Health Top-of-Mind
With a clear vision of public 
health’s potential for delivering 
on the “worthy aims” that improve 
population health, public health is 
moving forward as an enterprise 
to develop the strategy needed to 
support that vision, and the tacti-
cal initiatives that will fuel that 
strategy. A key part of the strat-
egy will be the ability of public 
health and all of its partners in 
the broader healthcare system to 
share information efficiently, and 
interoperate effectively. 

Public health’s goal is to develop 
a consensus-driven strategy to 
deliver the greatest return on 
the nation’s investment in health 
reform. As such, it is a worthy—
even critical—investment to 
keep in mind when it comes to 
developing initiatives to improve 
population health. 

            Public health’s goal 

is to develop a consensus-

driven strategy to deliver 

the greatest return on the 

nation’s investment in 

health reform. As such, it  

is a worthy—even critical— 

investment to keep in mind 

when it comes to develop-

ing initiatives to improve 

population health.”

 – Dave Ross, 
  Public Health  
  Informatics Institute
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