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May 26, 2011        

 

 

Matthew W. Morgan MD, MSc, FRCP©, FACP 

Mount Sinai Hospital 
600 University Avenue 

Toronto, ON  M5G 1X5 

 

Lydia Lee, President 

COACH: Canada’s Health Informatics Association 

250 Consumers Road, Suite 301 

Toronto, ON  M2J 4V7 

 

 

Matt, thank for raising our level of awareness on the proper use of the HIMSS EMR Adoption Model. In 

particular, we applaud the leadership of clinicians like you who promote the need for controlled 

medical vocabulary (CMV) capabilities to vendors (and buyers) of these solutions, and to other 

clinicians as a “standard of practice” in the use of health IT systems in their clinical settings.  

Lydia, thank you for your thoughtful response to Matt, and the offer of COACH to lead some strategic 

sessions on this topic. 

We whole heartedly agree with both of you that the use of CMV is needed both in the context of 

information needed for direct patient care and for Health System (secondary) Use (HSU) of that data. 

Your letters are timely given that Infoway has led two workshops over the last month under the 

auspices of the Infoway Standards Collaborative and its Strategic Committee to advance the use of 

SNOMED CT. As you both know, SNOMED CT is the most advanced and most appropriate CMV for use 

in Hospital Information Systems (HIS), community physician systems (EMR) and the interoperable 

EHR (iEHR).  

It is interesting to note that the HIMSS EMR Adoption Model has only one mention of CMV and it is in 

stage two of seven. HIMSS will count the modest use of CMV capability, like use of LOINC within a lab 

system, as enough to satisfy the requirement at stage 2. It says:  

Major ancillary clinical systems feed data to a clinical data repository (CDR) that provides 

physician access for retrieving and reviewing results. The CDR contains a controlled medical 

vocabulary, and the clinical decision support/rules engine (CDS) for rudimentary conflict 

checking. Information from document imaging systems may be linked to the CDR at this 

stage. 

While it is critically important to use a CMV in the CDR, just as we have promoted its use in the iEHR, 

good quality coded data starts at the coal face. This is where data is captured (entered by clinicians) 

or created by medical devices (such as laboratory test results). We collectively need to put emphasis 

on the value of good quality, discrete, structured using a CMV at the point of origin. This will enable 

use in other systems for reporting, clinical decision support, alerts, reminders and HSU. 
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Measuring adoption, while very important, is an outcome. That outcome can only be made possible 

with leadership, thoughtful programs and projects to facilitate change, and enablers which make 

possible the desired capabilities which lead to those outcomes. Infoway has been active on all three 

dimensions over the years and significant streams of work are underway today to further the agenda. 

We at Infoway agree that we need to advance the “state of the art” of clinical systems in use in our 

health care system so that clinicians and patients can benefit from the value that these advanced 

features make possible. In our view those are two distinct challenges that we must address. Success 

on each dimension is dependent on the other. 

These are some key enablers Infoway has sponsored over the years that enable the use of CMVs in all 

systems. These can and should be used beyond the iEHR including CDRs, HIS and EMR systems. 

• Interoperability standards which were based on clinical requirements defined by clinicians, 

jurisdictional and vendor participants have been defined, promoted. These clinical information 

and technical standards have been and are being implemented today in every jurisdiction 

across Canada in the areas of client, provider, diagnostic imaging, laboratory, medication and 

hospital in-patient information using a mix of international messaging standards, terminologies 

and interoperability profiles.  They define the appropriate use of CMVs. To date, the use of 

CMVs has been defined as optional. But now that our maturity level on CMVs has increased in 

Canada we collectively need to be more active in promoting appropriate use (see the strategic 

initiatives below). 

• The Infoway Standards Collaborative has procured a membership in the International Health 

Terminologies Standards Development Organization on behalf of Canada for the use of 

SNOMED CT. Since 2006 SNOMED CT can be used in any context within Canada by all private 

and public sector entities. 

• The Infoway Standards Collaborative (SC) has adopted and adapted other key CMVs. LOINC 

has been adapted for use in Canada, including a French translation. Other value sets, such as 

those from HL7, are widely available to Infoway SC members. The SC also provides training, 

support and maintenance services on all of the CMVs we manage and distribute. 

• The Infoway SC has been very active coordinating Canada’s activities with international 

standards bodies to leverage and align with international standards. We also promote priority 

projects such as the IHTSDO’s mapping of SNOMED CT to ICD-10. A Canadian expert (from 

CIHI) is assisting the IHTSDO with this work.  

• The Infoway SC has a white paper on the benefits of structured coded data and the use of 

SNOMED CT. 

• The success of our innovation investment in cancer synoptic reporting – a standards-based 

effort using SNOMED CT that was led by clinicians, spread to their colleagues, and is delivering 

value. 
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As indicated above, the Infoway SC has finished two workshops broaden the adoption of SNOMED CT. 

We’ve developed five strategies that we will frame key initiatives. We are now in the process of 

selecting initiatives where we should focus Infoway’s direct efforts to advance those strategic 

objectives. The strategies are: 

• Clearly define the expected use of SNOMED CT 

• Clearly define, articulate and communicate the value proposition of SNOMED CT 

• Provide products, tools and services to support SNOMED CT throughout the standards lifecycle 

• Facilitate the use of SNOMED CT locally, regionally and nationally 

• Influence, leverage and align with other international standards to influence the use of 

SNOMED CT 

• Enable strong collaborative relationships with stakeholders who can support the realization of 

  using SNOMED CT to achieve their outcomes 

 

 

To that end, these initiatives are underway today: 

 

• Canada Health Infoway as part of its new funding for EMRs will invest in the requirement for 

both jurisdictions and vendors to implement national standards, given some local variation and 

have those products certified from a privacy, security and interoperability perspectives. We are 

also investing in the implementation of CIHI’s Primary Healthcare Indicator HSU specification. 

• EMR interoperability enablers have recently been put in place to support EMR vendors to 

upgrade their products to allow for interoperability using the national standards.  These 

enablers should also reduce the vendor’s cost, risk and timelines to adopt these standards. 

• Infoway is sponsoring a process to engage clinical experts to define and review SNOMED CT 

ref sets (sub sets of clinical terms for specific data elements) and other value sets for use in 

EMRs and other systems. Our scope is defined by the CIHI Primary Healthcare Indicator HSU 

specification. The data elements where SNOMED CT should be used have been validated by 

clinicians. This project has a Clinician Validation Group to ensure the ref sets are clinically 

complete and correct. 

 

As you can see, Infoway has done a lot to date to support this agenda and we have a number of new 

initiatives underway.  

In conclusion: 

• We agree on the importance and utility of CMV both for clinical information in hospitals and 

elsewhere in the health system. 

• Infoway is committed to supporting the effort through our: 

 

o IHTSDO membership and license; 

o work that we are doing with clinicians, CIHI, others to promote CMV and establish ref 

sets; 

o investing in CMV capability into EMRs. 
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• We all need to encourage clinicians to take part in these efforts or to move this effort forward. 

Their active leadership, involvement and support is critical to success. Infoway is the 

appropriate resource to co-lead initiatives furthering the use of CMVs, but we need to do this 

in partnership with clinicians. 

• Infoway should also be a partner in defining any EMR/EHR adoption frameworks for use in 

Canada. 

 

We welcome your ideas for further work beyond what we have planned and for other projects where 

we should be promoting and assisting in the adoption of SNOMED CT and other CMVs. 

We welcome partnering with COACH and clinician leaders on furthering the agenda. 

Best regards, 

 
 

Dennis Giokas 
Chief Technology Officer / Chef de la technologie 
Canada Health Infoway Inc. / Inforoute Santé Canada Inc. 
150 King Street West, Suite 1300  

Toronto, Ontario   M5H 1J9 

Tel. : 416-595-3415 

Fax : 416-595-3415 

 

 

Cc: Richard Alvarez, President and CEO, Canada Health Infoway 

Cc: John Wright, President & CEO Canada. CIHI 

Cc: Tom Closson, President and CEO of the Ontario Hospital Association 

Cc: Jeff Turnbull, President, Canadian Medical Association 

Cc: Don Newsham, CEO, COACH: Canada’s Health Informatics Association  
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