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HEALTH INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

HHS Is Taking Steps to Develop a 
National Strategy 

The Secretary of HHS appointed the National Coordinator for Health IT in 
May 2004. In July 2004, the national coordinator released a framework for 
strategic action, which outlines four goals and 12 strategies to guide the 
development of a full strategic plan for national health IT adoption (see table 
below). The framework builds upon already-existing work in federal health 
IT and includes plans to identify and learn from agencies’ experiences. It 
also describes actions to be taken by both the public and private sectors to 
achieve interoperability in health IT across the nation.  
 
HHS plans to address the goals and strategies of the framework with a three-
phased approach over a number of years and is currently implementing 
phase I of the framework. However, HHS has not established milestones for 
the completion of phase I activities nor has it made detailed plans or set 
milestones for the completion of activities for phases II and III.  
 
Goals and Strategies of HHS’s Framework for Strategic Action 

Goals Strategiesa 

Goal 1:  Inform clinical practice with 
the use of electronic health records 
(EHR) 

1.   Incentivize EHR adoption 
2.   Reduce risk of EHR investment 
3.   Promote EHR diffusion in rural and underserved       
areas 

Goal 2:  Interconnect clinicians so that 
they can exchange health information 
using advanced and secure electronic 
communication 

1.   Foster regional collaboration 
2.   Develop a national health information network 
3.   Coordinate federal health information systems 

Goal 3:  Personalize care with 
consumer-based health records and 
better information for consumers 

1.   Encourage use of personal health records 
2.   Enhance informed consumer choice 
3.   Promote use of telehealth systems 

Goal 4:  Improve public health through 
advanced biosurveillance methods and 
streamlined collection of data for 
quality measurement and research 

1.   Unify public health surveillance architectures 
2.   Streamline quality and health status monitoring 
3.   Accelerate research and dissemination of evidence 

 
Source:  HHS.  
a Phase I strategies are shown in bold type. 

 
GAO identified lessons learned from DOD and VA that could provide 
valuable insight to HHS as it works toward implementing a national health IT 
infrastructure. DOD and VA operate the largest health care delivery 
networks in the nation, and important lessons can be taken from their 
experiences in health IT. Additionally, other countries have begun initiatives 
to establish national health IT infrastructures. DOD, VA, Canada, Denmark, 
and New Zealand provided GAO with valuable lessons learned that can be 
applied to the United States’s efforts. Among other lessons learned, they 
reported the need to  
 
• obtain the endorsement of top leadership,  
• define and adopt standards,  
• address the needs of stakeholders, and  
• deploy IT solutions in small increments and build on successes. 

To prevent medical errors, reduce 
costs, improve quality, and produce 
greater value for health care 
expenditures, President Bush has 
called for the Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS) to 
develop and implement a strategic 
plan to guide the nationwide 
implementation of health 
information technology (IT) in both 
the public and private health care 
sectors. The Departments of 
Defense (DOD) and Veterans 
Affairs (VA), along with other 
countries, have already taken steps 
to improve health care delivery and 
administration by implementing IT 
solutions. GAO was asked to 
provide an overview of HHS’s 
recent efforts to develop a national 
health IT strategy for realizing the 
President’s vision, and to identify 
lessons learned from DOD’s, VA’s, 
and other countries’ experiences in 
implementing health IT. 

What GAO Recommends  

To accelerate the adoption of 
interoperable IT for health care, 
GAO recommends that the 
Secretary of Health and Human 
Services establish and follow 
detailed plans and set milestones 
for each phase of HHS’s framework 
for strategic action. 
 
In commenting on a draft of this 
report, DOD, HHS, and VA 
concurred with our results; HHS 
agreed with our recommendation.  
Technical comments were 
incorporated in this report as 
appropriate. 
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