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Abstract

Background: eHealth increasingly affects the delivery of health care around the world and the quest for more efficient health
systems. In Finland, the devel opment of eHealth maturity has been systematically studied since 2003, through surveys conducted
every 3 years. It has also been monitored in severa international studies. The indicators used in these studies examined the
availability of the electronic patient record, picture archiving and communication system, health information exchange, and other
key eHealth functionalities.

Objective: The first aim is to study the national development in the maturity level of eHealth in primary health care and
specialized care between 2011 and 2020 in Finland. The second aimisto clarify the regional differences in the maturity level of
eHealth among Finnish hospital districts in 2020.

Methods: Datafor this study were collected in 2011, 2014, 2017, and 2020, using web-based questionnaires from the Use of
infor mation and communi cation technol ogy surveysin Finnish health care project. In total, 16 indicatorswere selected to describe
the status of eHealth, and they were based on international eHealth studies and Finnish eHealth surveysin 3 areas: applications,
regional integration, and data security and information and communications technology skills. The indicators remain the same
in all the study years; therefore, the results are comparable.

Results: All the specialized care organizations (21/21, 100%) in 2011, 2014, 2017, and 2020 participated in the study. The
response rate among primary health care organi zations was 86.3% (139/161) in 2011, 88.2% (135/153) in 2014, 85.8% (121/141)
in 2017, and 95.6% (130/136) in 2020. At the national level, the biggest developments in eHealth maturity occurred between
2011 and 2014. The development has since continued, and some indicators have been saturated. Primary health care lags behind
specialized care organizations, as measured by al the indicators and throughout the period under review. Regionally, there are
differences among different types of organizations.

Conclusions: eHealth maturity has steadily progressed in Finland nationally, and its implementation has aso been promoted
through various national strategies and legidative changes. Some eHealth indicators have already been saturated and achieved
anintensity of use rate of 100%. However, the scope for development remains, especialy in primary health care. AsFinland has
long been a pioneer in the digitalization of health care, the results of this study show that the functionalities of eHealth will be
adopted in stages, and deployment will take time; therefore, national eHealth strategies and legislative changes need to be
implemented in atimely manner. The comprehensive sample size used in this study allows aregional comparison in the country,
compared with previous country-specific international studies.
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Introduction

Background

TheWorld Health Organization (WHO) defineseHealth as“the
cost-effective and secure use of information and communications
technologies (ICTs) in support of headth and health-related
fields, including health care services, health surveillance, health
literature, and health education, knowledge and research” [1].
According to the WHO, eHealth has a clear and growing impact
on the delivery of health care around the world and making
health systems more efficient [ 1]. However, the use of ICTsin
health care requires strategic and comprehensive national action
to make the best use of it [1,2]. In practice, the term eHealth
includes a wide range of applications from electronic patient
record (EPR) to e—appointment booking (e-booking); therefore,
eHealth maturity defines how these different applications were
adopted [2-12].

Thelevel of maturity and development of eHealthin health care
has been monitored in several international studies[2,3,5-12].
One of the first comprehensive studies was published in 2011.
It provided comparative information on the maturity level of
eHealth in various European countries [3]. New study reports
on eHealth maturity in health care have since been produced
by the European Commission (EC), WHO, and Organization
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
[2,5,6,8-13]. The Nordic eHealth Research Network has
produced comparative information on eHealth maturity levels
in various Nordic countries [4,14-16]. In Finland, the
development of health care organizations digitalization has
been systematically studied since 2003, through surveys
conducted every 3 years [17-21]. The most recent study was
conducted in 2021 as part of the Monitoring and Evaluation of
Social and Health Care Information System Services project
[20,22]. It described the situation of digitalization in Finnish
health care organizations in 2020 [20]. Although studies have
mainly focused on the eHealth maturity level of health care
service organizations, eHealth services provided for citizens
have also been the subject of research, both in Finland and
internationally [19-21,23,24].

Deloitte 2011 report included the EPR, picture archiving and
communication system (PACS), e-prescribing, e-referral,
e-booking, and telemonitoring (the possibility to use patients
own health data) as the main applications describing the state
of health care digitalization [3]. Moreover, the report examined
how different countries implemented the wireless use of EPR
[3]. EC studies a so highlighted the abovementioned applications
and the clinical decision support systems (CDSSs) as key
indicators of eHealth maturity [5,10]. The degree of integration
of CDSS can vary from a separate database to integration with
the existing EPR, and Finnish follow-up studies have examined
CDSS from this perspective [17-20].

According to a Deloitte report and an EC study, health care
integration can be described as an organization’s relationship
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with external service providers, such as other hospitals and
health care organizations [3,9]. In the EC study, the sharing of
clinical care information, laboratory results, and radiology
results between organizations was chosen as the key indicator
of integration [5]. They aso played an important role in the
Finnish health care system, whereitis till the casethat different
organizations largely produce specialized care and primary
health care [17-21]. In Finland, Kanta health information
exchange (HIE) services are being used from 2010 [25,26].
Although al public health care organizations have now joined
Kanta, much of the information exchange continues to use
regional HIE (RHIE) systems[18-21,27,28].

Strong user 1D is one of the key ways of protecting a patient’s
health information [10]. Therefore, e-ID and signature were
chosen as one of the key indicators for describing data security
in Finnish eHealth surveys[17-21]. There must also be sufficient
personnel with computer skillsto ensure data security practices
[17-21]. Technical support for EPR users was chosen as an
indicator to describe the reliability of EPR systems[17-21].

General tax revenues collected by the municipalities are the
main source of funding for health care and socia servicesin
Finland [29]. The state also participates in the costs by paying
ageneral, nonearmarked subsidy to the municipalities [29]. In
Finland, municipalities have the primary legal responsibility to
organize social and health care servicesfor their residents[29].
Municipalities are responsible for organizing primary health
care services for their residents and ensuring that its residents
receive the necessary specialized care services[29]. Finland is
dividedinto 21 hospital districtsfor the provision of specialized
care [29]. Every municipality belongs to one of the hospital
districts[29]. Decentralized responsibility for organizing health
care services has created regional differences in the provision
and availability of services[30]. The biggest change in Finnish
health care services is the health and socia services reform,
which will enter into force in 2023 and shift the responsibility
for organizing health and socia services and rescue services
from the municipalities to the 21 new well-being services
counties[30]. Some hospital districts have already consolidated
their services into a large entity, and in these organizations,
specialized care and primary health care fall under the same
administrative organization [18-20,31]. The aim of the health
and social servicesreformisto provide equal servicesto citizens
and further develop health care and its operating methods
through digitalization [30]. Although the number of EPRs has
decreased over the years in both specialized care and primary
health care, one of the goals of the health and social services
reformisto move toward common solutionsfor the procurement
of EPRs[32,33].

The digitalization of health care has progressed well in Finland
[17-21,24-28,33]. Thishasalso cometo theforein international
studies, which have highlighted the fact that Finland is one of
the pioneers in the digitalization of health care [2,3]. Various
national strategies and legal changes have also promoted the
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implementation of digitalization in Finnish health care
[17-21,25,26]. This study aimed to provide information about
eHealth maturity from the perspective of national devel opment
and regiona differences. The data from this study can be used
to examine how eHealth maturity has progressed nationally and
indifferent hospital districts beforethe health and socia services
reform [30]. Asthe digitalization of health care has long been
ongoing in Finland, the results can also be exploited
internationally. The results show which application areas will
be adopted first and how national strategies and legidative
changes can contribute to the development of eHealth maturity,
both nationally and regionally.

Objectives

The main aims of the study were the following:

1. To study the national development in the maturity level of
eHealthin primary health care and specialized care between
2011 and 2020

2. To clarify the regional differencesin the maturity level of
eHealth among hospital districtsin 2020

Methods

Data Collection

This study used data collected in connection with the Use of
information and communi cation technology in health care 2020
survey and previous surveysin 2011, 2014, and 2017 [17-20].

Haverinen et al

Thedatafor this study were collected from Finnish public health
care providers. Thetarget group for specialized care comprised
all 21 hospital districts. In primary health care, the target group
included all organizations specified as either independent
municipalities or co-operation consortiums of municipalities
with the responsibility to provide primary health care services.

The datafor the surveyswere collected during thefirst quarters
of 2011, 2014, 2017, and 2020, using web-based questionnaires
(Webropol; Webropol Ltd). The questionswere kept comparable
between the survey years. Medical directors and IT leaders
(chief information officers) in specialized health care and chief
physiciansin primary health care were the survey respondents.
The questionnaires were sent to them through email. The
responses from the entire organizational level were compiled.
In some hospital districts, specialized care is aso responsible
for the municipalities primary health care services. In these
cases, the questionnaire was sent only for specialized care, and
the responses regarding specialized care weretransferred to the
surveys for primary health care.

Table 1 presents the health care organizations that participated
in the survey over different years. All specialized care
organizations (21/21, 100%) responded to the questionnaire
during the survey period. Municipa health care arrangement
models changed during the survey years, creating variability in
the number of primary health care organizationsthat participated
in the survey and in the response rates and popul ation coverage
in different years.

Table 1. Health care organizations participating in the survey in different years.

Year Respondents in speciaized care (n=21), n (%) Primary health care
Respondents, n (%) Population coverage, %
2011 21 (100) 139 (86.3)° 91
2014 21 (100) 135 (88.2)° 9%
2017 21(100) 121 (85.8)° 9%
2020 21 (100) 130 (95.6)¢ 99

8Sample size, n=161.
bSampl esize, n=153.
CSample size, n=141.
dSampl esize, n=136.

Indicatorsfor eHealth and Their Analysis

In total, 16 indicators were selected to describe the status of
eHealth (Table 2). They were based on the indicators in the
eHealth report on specialized care, EC eHealth studies, and
Finnish eHealth surveys in three areas: (1) applications, (2)
regional integration, and (3) data security and ICT skills (Table
2) [3,5,10,17-21]. Traditionally, eHealth surveys have used the
availability of applications or services as indicators [3].
However, availability saturation has been achieved in Finland
in severa health care application areas. For example, in 2010,
EPR was available in all specialized care and primary health
care organizations [17]. For several years, Finnish national
eHealth surveys have also enquired about the intensity of use
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to describe the integration of an application or service into
normal health care operations [17-21]. More specificaly, it
describes which proposition of a specific service is provided
through eHealth meanswithin an organization. For theintensity
of use, the percentages (0%, 25%, 50%, 90%, 99%, and 100%)
were chosen to correspond to the verbal answers, “not in use,”
“aquarter,” “half,” “most,” “amost all,” and “all,” respectively.
In the summary of indicators, the mean value of the results of
the participating organizations was displayed. Where possible,
the intensity of use of application was selected as an indicator
to describe the use of eHealth. This better describes the
deployment of eHealth in situations in which the functionality
isaready widely available.
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Table 2. Indicators for eHealth maturity.
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Areas and functionalities Indicator Responses
Applications
EPR? Intensity of use 0=not in use, 2=<25%, 4=<50%, 7=<90%, 9.9=<99%,

Wireless use of EPR Availahility (local or externa)

Picture archiving and communica-
tion system

Intensity of use

Clinical decision support system

e-Prescribing
e-Referral

Avail ability

Intensity of use

Consultation e-referral Intensity of use

Teleconsultations viavideoconfer-

encing in use?

Possibility to use patients’ own Availability

health data
e-Appointment booking

Integration level—average between the integration
of diagnostic support and adrug interaction system

Intensity of use—how often has the service been

Intensity of use—the patient sel ects an appointment

and 10=100%
O=not available and 10=available

0=not in use, 2=<25%, 4=<50%, 7=<90%, 9.9=<99%,
and 10=100%

0=not available, 4=stand-alone web-based database on
desktop, 6=database with access by navigating from the
EPR, 8=automatic displayer of selected items, and
10=system for automatic integration of the EPR and
database

O=not available and 10=available

0=not in use, 2=<25%, 4=<50%, 7=<90%, 9.9=<99%,
and 10=100%

0=not in use, 2=<25%, 4=<50%, 7=<90%, 9.9=<99%,
and 10=100%

0=not in use, 4=less often, and 10=during the past 3
months

O=not available and 10=available

0=0% to 10=100%

time on their terminal (eg, computer) and it is

transferred directly to the system
Regional integration

Exchange of clinical careinforma-  Availability

tion®

Exchange of laboratory results®  Availability

Exchange of radiology reports®  Availability
Information security and | CT® skills

e-1D and signature Availability

Personnel with computer skills Proportion

Technical support for EPR Intensity

O=not available and 10=available

O=not available and 10=available

O=not available and 10=available

O=not available and 10=available
0=0% to 10=100%

O=not in use; 2=occasionally; 5=daily, but for less than
normal office hours; 7=during normal office hours; and
10=at all times during the opening hours of the organi-
zation

3EPR: electronic patient record.

PHealth information exchange outside the centralized national Kanta services.

CICT: information and communications technol ogy.

Ethical Consideration

The study followed the guidelines of the Finnish Advisory Board
on Research Integrity [34]. The respondents were informed
about the study, and they answered as representatives of the
organizations being studied. No sensitive personal information
was collected. The data were processed and stored in a secure
environment, according to the procedures of the University of
Oulu.
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Results

Maturity of eHealth in Specialized Care and Primary
Health Care Organizations at the National L evel

Overview

Figure 1 presentsthe national development in eHealth maturity
in specialized care and primary health care organizations
between 2010 and 2020. The results show that primary health
care is generally behind specialized care organizations, as
measured by all indicators and throughout the period under
review. The biggest difference can be seenin the area of RHIE.
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Figure 1. The national development in the maturity level of eHealth in the years 2011, 2014, 2017, and 2020 (modified from the studies by Reponen

et al [19,20]). EPR: electronic patient record.
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Applications

The EPR'sintensity of use has been at ahigh level since 2011,
in both specialized care and primary health care organizations.
There has been no significant change over the years. The
wireless use of EPR has been available since 2014 in
approximately all specialized care organizations (21/21, 100%),
and there has been no significant change by 2020. In primary
health care, availability has grown steadily, and in 2020, it has
reached the same level as in specialized care. The intensity of
use of PACS has been high in both speciaized care
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organizations and primary health care centersin Finland since
2011. The integration level of the CDSS has increased since
2011; however, no growth can be seen after 2017. The level of
integration has remained the same in both specialized care and
primary health care organizations throughout the period under
review.

The most significant change in the availability of e-prescribing
occurred between 2011 and 2014. Since 2014, e-prescribing
has been widely availablein both specialized care organizations
and primary health care centers. Therewas no significant change
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in the intensity of use of e-referral between 2011 and 2014.
Since 2017, the intensity of use of e-referral has been high in
both specialized care and primary health care organizations.
Theintensity of use of consultation e-referral increased between
2011 and 2017 in both specialized care and primary health care
organizations. No significant change was seen by 2020.

In 2011, the intensity of use of teleconsultations via
videoconferencing was very low, but significant growth was
observed in both specialized care and primary health care
organizations in the 2014 survey. In 2017, the intensity of use
increased dlightly, but remained at the same level in the 2020
survey. The possibility to use the patient's own heath data
remained very limited in 2011 and 2014. There has since been
significant growth in this area of application, especially in
specialized care organizations. Theintensity of use of e-booking
remains low in the 2020 survey, and no growth can be seen
throughout the survey period.

Regional Integration

All specialized care organizations reported that exchange of
laboratory results and radiology reports was available from
2011. However, in 2020, not all specialized care organizations
reported that regional information exchange of laboratory results
was available. Exchange of clinica care information was
unavailable in al specialized care organizations during the
survey period, except in the 2020 survey, when all organi zations
(21/21, 100%) reported that it was available.

In 2020, approximately 80.1% (109/136) of the primary health
care centers reported the availability of regional information
exchange in al 3 areas of information exchange. There is no
major change in the results of the 2020 survey compared with
those of the 2010 survey. The highest reported availability of
regional information exchange in primary health care centers
was observed in the 2014 survey.

Data Security and ICT Skills

The availability of e-ID and signature waslow in 2010, in both
specialized care organizations and primary health care centers.
In 2014, it was available in approximately all specialized care
organizations (20/21, 95%) and primary health care centers
(146/153, 95.4%), and it hasbeenin usein all specialized care
organizations (21/21, 100%) and primary health care centers
(141/141, 100%) since 2017. Throughout the survey period,
organizations have reported that the number of personnel with
computer skills was approximately 90%. There are dlight
variations in the reported results among different years. EPR
technical support at all times during the organization’s opening
hours remains unavailablein some specialized care organizations
(7/21, 33%) in 2020. No significant change can be seen in the
results during the survey period.

eHealth Profiles at the Regional Level

The status of the eHealth profiles of different types of health
care organizations is presented in Figure 2.

Especially in primary health care, the results do not show that
the eHealth maturity level is better in large university hospital
districts than in smaller hospital districts (Figure 2). For
example, in university hospital districts, the availability of EPR
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technical support and wireless use of EPR is lower than the
average of the other hospital districts. The availability of RHIE
isalsolow inuniversity hospital districts, especialy for primary
health care. Only the intensity of use of teleconsultations via
videoconferencing isat ahigher level than that in the university
hospital districts.

In 43% (9/21) of the hospital districts, primary health care and
specialized care are under the same administrative organization,
and all these organizations use the same EPR brand throughout
their municipalities and specialized care organizations (Figure
2). Compared with the other hospital districts, the combined
organizations report better results for the availability of the
wireless use of EPR and RHIE and the intensity of use of
e-referral and consultation e-referral. The useratesof e-referral
and consultation e-referral are low only in Kainuu. South and
North Karelia still stand out from these organizations because
of their good results. In both hospital districts, all indicatorsare
saturated, except for the use of e-booking. In North Karelia,
thereis also scope for improvement in the number of personnel
with computer skills.

Intotal, 14% (3/21) of the hospital districtsalso haveindividual
municipalities outside the common administrative organization
(Figure 2). In this 14% (3/21) cases, the results obtained from
the municipalities outside the common organizations are worse
than those at the national level. Theresultsare particularly worse
in the intensity of use of e-referral and consultation e-referral
and the avail ability of laboratory result exchange. However, the
integration level of the CDSS is higher in these municipalities
than in the other primary health care organizations.

In addition to the 43% (9/21) of the hospital districts that have
primary and secondary care under the same organization, 10%
(2/21) of the districts reported that they were using the same
EPR brand in both specialized care and primary health care
organizations in their area, making a total of 52% (11/21). In
all these organizations, the use rate of EPR was 100% and the
wireless use of EPR was available. They reported better results
in RHIE, especialy when comparing with primary health care
results. All these hospital districts, except Kainuu and
Kanta-Hame, reported 100% use rates for e-referral and
consultation e-referral. Of the 11 organizations, 8 (73%)
organizations reported that EPR technical support was always
available during their organization's opening hours. Of the 10
hospital districts without the same EPR in use in their area, 6
(60%) districtsreported that EPR technical support was always
available during opening hoursin specialized care organizations.
Therefore, there was no significant difference in the results for
specialized care organizations; however, in primary health care,
the situation was different. None of the primary health care
organizations without the unified EPR (104/136, 76.5%)
reported that this service was always available during the
organization’s opening hours.

Theintegration level of the CDSS varies greatly among hospital
digtricts. In total, 14% (3/21) of the specialized care
organizations reported that the CDSS was a stand-alone
web-based database on the computer desktop, and 24% (5/21)
reported that they had automatic integration of the EPR.
Although the use of patients own health data significantly
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increased by 2020, regiona differences in its availability still
remained. Overall, 29% (6/21) of the specidized care
organizations reported that this application was unavailable in
2020. The regiona difference can also be seen in the intensity
of use of tel econsultations viavideoconferencing, because 19%
(4/21) of the specialized care organizations reported that this

Haverinen et al

application was not in use and the remaining 81% (17/21)
reported that this service had been in use in the past 3 months.
Theintensity of use of e-booking remained low throughout the
survey period, and no major regional differences can be seen
in the 2020 survey results.

Figure 2. The status of the eHealth profiles of different types of health care organizations. EPR: electronic patient record.
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Discussion

Principal Findings

Thedigitalization of health care has progressed well in Finland,
and itsimplementation has al so been promoted through various
strategies and legidlative changes [17-21,25,26]. The progress
of health care digitalization has also been systematicaly
monitored through studies since 2003 [17-21]. The studies
timing has aimed for alignment with the schedules of key
legislative changes and strategies [17-21]. This survey study
presented the development of eHealth maturity, measured by
key indicators, in Finnish health carein 2011, 2014, 2017, and
2020. It aso studied the regional differences in the maturity
level of eHealth among hospital districtsin 2020, measured by
the same indicators. The study covered al Finnish specialized
care organizations and acomprehensive portion of primary care
organizations. In every study year, the response rate of primary
care organizations was >86% and population coverage was
>91%. The comprehensive sample size of this study’s
respondents allowed regional comparison among organizations.

https://medinform.jmir.org/2022/8/€35612

Previous international studies have been based on sample data,
so the results are presented country by country and not
regionally within a country. For example, in the latest EC
benchmarking study on the deployment of eHealth among
general practitioners (GPs) in 2018, the sample size of Finland
was 2.5% of GPs [8]. Internationally identified eHealth
indicators were used in this study, and they remained the same
between different study years; thus, the resultswere comparabl e.
As the digitalization of health care in Finland has progressed,
availability saturation has been achieved in some health care
application areas [17-21]. In these cases, the intensity of use of
the application was selected to describe the use of eHealth
instead of availability [17-21].

Nationally, eHealth maturity has progressed steadily in Finland,
with the biggest developments in eHealth maturity occurring
between 2011 and 2014. On the basis of the national results,
the functionalities have been built step by step. The first phase
focused on key functionalities such as the deployment of EPR,
PACS, and RHIE. Since 2011, the reported intensity of use of
EPR has been high, and in the 2020 survey, only 5% (1/21) of
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the hospital districts reported the intensity of use of EPR as
<100%. The intensity of use of PACS has been 100% in all
hospital districts (21/21, 100%) since 2017. The next
development step was to focus on the deployment of e-referral
and consultation e-referral functionalities. Between 2011 and
2017, the use rate of these functionalities changed greatly, but
the development has since stalled.

The uptake of the Finnish Kanta services started in 2010 [25].
Their introduction enabled the use of e-prescribing, which has
since been widely adopted [26]. It became mandatory in 2017,
which can a so be seen in theresult—since 2017, all specialized
care organizations (21/21, 100%) and primary health care centers
(141/141, 100%) have adopted it. The e-ID and signature also
became mandatory with the introduction of the Kanta services,
and since 2017, they have been introduced in all specialized
care organizations (21/21, 100%) and primary health care centers
(141/141, 100%). This emphasizesthat changesin the law may
lead to significant changes in eHealth maturity, as shown by a
comparison of the results from 2011 to 2017 [25,26].

The development of smart devices and telecommunication
networks has enabled the provision of an increasing number of
remote and wireless services[3,19-21]. Thisisalso reflected in
the results because the availability of the wireless use of EPR
and the use rate of teleconsultations via videoconferencing
increased during the survey. The biggest development in these
indicators can be seen between 2011 and 2014. The intensity
of use of teleconsultations via videoconferencing has reached
80% since 2017, but no major improvement has been observable
since then. Regionally, there are differences in the frequency
at which this functionality has been used.

The aim of the health and social services reform isto improve
the quality of services and ensure regiona equality [30].
According to this study, there are still regiona differences in
the eHealth maturity levels among different hospital districts.
There are differences in how comprehensive RHIE can be
provided, how well EPR technical support is organized, and
whether e-referral and consultation e-referral are widely used.
Theseareparticularly evident in theindicatorsfor primary health
care, especidly in the municipalities outside the common
administrative organization. Their results are noticeably worse
in the intensity of use of e-referral, consultation e-referral, and
RHIE. Regional variation also exists among hospital districts
in how well CDSS is integrated into the EPR, the use rate of
teleconsultations viavideoconferencing, and the use of patients
own health data. However, EPR and PACS are widely used in
all specialized care organizations (21/21, 100%), and wireless
use of EPR isavailablein most hospital districts (20/21, 95%).
Theresultsindicate that operating under the same administrative
organization and using the same EPR brand in the region will
enable the support of a more comprehensive level of eHealth
maturity regionally for both specialized care and primary health
care. Onthe basis of theseresults, it seemsthe goal of the health
and social services reform to establish large operational units
will improve the opportunities to provide a better and equal
level of eHealth maturity [30]. Thegoal of the health and social
services reform to move toward common solutions for the
procurement of EPRs seemsto help achieve better resultsin the
intensity of use of EPR, availability of wireless use of the EPR,
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and availability of RHIE [32,33]. According to this study, a
unified EPR brand also seems to allow dlightly better EPR
technical support.

Certain similarities can be observed if we examine the results
in terms of how different hospital districts provide eHealth
servicesfor their citizens. Thisis especially truein the cases of
South and North Karelia. Ruotanen et a [24] studied the
availability of eHealth servicesfor citizensin 2020. According
to their study, these 2 hospital districts offer the widest range
of eHealth services for citizens and they have the best eHealth
maturity [24]. Could the explanation be that determined work
has been done in these hospital districts to promote the
digitalization of health care and implement national strategies?
This may also be because organizations have had time to
implement health careintegration over asufficiently long period
because, for example, Eksote, the common administrative
organization in South Karelia, has been operating since 2010
[31]. This highlights that an early investment in development
isimportant, because moving functionalitiesinto the production
phase is a time-consuming process [7,25].

When this study’s results are examined internationally, we see
that in the surveys conducted by the EC in 2013 and the WHO
in 2016, Finland was ahead of the European Union (EU) and
global average in the selected indicators [5,6]. For example,
during those years, the availability of EPR and PACSwas higher
than the EU and global average, and even currently, theintensity
of userates for both applications in Finland are approximately
100% [5,6]. The biggest increase has been observed in the use
of the patient’s own health data, because in the EC study in
2014, the use of the patient’s own health data was very limited
at the EU level, asin Finland [5]. Moreover, in the Nordic study
in 2014, the use of this functionality was low in all the Nordic
countries. A Nordic benchmarking study noted that the Nordic
countrieswere eHealth pioneers, especially inthe HIE and EPR
functionalities [4,5]. The Nordic eHealth Research Network
also states in its study that several eHealth functionalities have
already reached 100% availability in the Nordic countries;
therefore, studies should focus more on the intensity of use of
these functionalities [16]. Our study provides an example of
how intensity of use data can be collected in asituationin which
data on availability alone reveal insufficient details.

The latest benchmarking study results have shown that Finland
remains as one of the pioneers in the development of eHealth.
Ammenwerth et al [7] performed an international comparative
study of 6 basic eHealth indicators across 14 countriesin 2020.
On the basis of their findings, Finland showed the best overall
outcome in all the selected eHealth indicators in the study,
followed by South Korea, Japan, and Sweden [7]. According
to the study, Finnish health care professionals could easily
access their patients’ health data and were able to add the data
to electronic health records, but the possibility for patients to
add data to their health records remains to be improved in
Finland [7]. The 2017 OECD eHedth indicator survey,
conducted in 38 countries, found that no country outperformed
al countries in all the indicators used in the survey, but in
contrast, no country lagged behind the other countries, as
measured by all the indicators [35]. According to this study,
Finland is one of the top performers in the availability of EPR
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and use of HIE of radiology results and images [35]. Finland
was also noted as a top performer among OECD countries in
technical and operational readiness to provide national health
information from EPRs [12]. The availability to electronically
request prescription renewal or refill and patients' ability to
access test results via the web was <50% in approximately all
the OECD countries that participated in the 2017 study [35].
The availability of e-booking clearly needs to be improved
among OECD countries, becausein approximately all countries,
including Finland, its availability was <50% [35]. The latest
EC eHealth benchmarking study in al EU countries in 2018
highlighted Finland as one of the top performers, especially in
the sharing of radiology test images and reports [8]. The EPR
hasbeen fully available acrossall EU countriessince 2018. HIE
isalsowell adopted in EU countries, but it has been less adopted
than the EPR [8]. There was an increase in the adoption of HIE
across all member states between 2013 and 2018, and along
with Denmark, Estonia, and Sweden, Finland is among the top
clinical dataperformersin HIE [8]. The highest HIE availability
ratesamong EU countrieswerereported for receiving laboratory
reports (77%), certifying sick leave (69%), sending and
receiving referral and discharge letters (53%), and transferring
prescriptions to pharmacists (52%) [8]. Compared with these
results, this study showsthat Finland isahead of the EU average
in the exchange of laboratory results, e-referral, and
e-prescribing. Although a study conducted in 2018 found that
e-prescribing waswidely adopted inthe 23 EU countries studied,
there was great variation in authentication procedures among
the countries[36]. One of the goals of EU for the devel opment
of eHealth has been to promote cross-border health care [37].
However, only Finland and Croatia have e-prescribing systems
that can prescribe medications to be dispensed abroad [36].

Scopefor devel opment remains among EU countries, especially
in the adoption of tel ehealth servicesand personal health records
[8]. There is also scope for improvement among OECD
countries in the adoption of telehealth services, because only
approximately one-third of the hospital sindicated that they had
telehealth capabilitiesfor patient consultation [35]. In any case,
consultation with other professionals using telehealth services
is well adopted in Finland, because this study indicates that
remote consultation viavideoconferencing has been extensively
adopted. However, there is till scope for improvement in
Finland; for example, the use of CDSS was below the EU
averagein 2018 [8]. e-Booking in the Finnish public health care
context clearly needsto be devel oped. On the basis of this study,
no significant development has been seen during the entire
10-year follow-up period. However, 43% of EU GPs reported
that their ICT systems alowed their patients to request
appointments in 2018; therefore, Finland clearly has scope for
improvement in thisarea[8].

This study was conducted in the Finnish heath care
environment, but we believe the findings are applicable to other
countries that aim to develop health care further through
digitalization. On the basis of the results, the deployment of
eHealth applicationswill take time, and both legidative changes
and national strategies may help to promote implementation
[38]. According to the WHO, 58% of the countries that
responded to their global survey in 2016 reported having an
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eHealth strategy [2]. In Finland, the first national strategy for
applying ICT to health care and social welfare was introduced
in 1995 by the Ministry of Social Affairsand Health[21]. Thus,
Finland was one of the first countries, along with San Marino,
Norway, and Canada, to have eHealth strategies or policiesin
place [2]. Strategies have since been used to promote the
structured recording of patient data and the integration between
systems and to increase the electronic exchange of information
between patients and health care professionals [17-21,25,26].
Payne et a [39] studied the status of HIE among 6 countries,
and they stated that the complexity of health care systems will
present barriers to HIE. This is the case in Finland, because
there are still regions where different organizations provide
specialized care and primary health care and use the different
EPR brands in their region. The study also noted that in
countriesthat have successfully achieved HIE, theimpetus came
from the government [39]. In Finland, HIE between
organizations has been promoted through the national Kanta
services, in which all public health care organizations have
joined [25,26]. Despite this national service uptake, which
allows information exchange between organizations, there is
still a possibility to use RHIE systems, as highlighted in this
study [28]. The aim of the latest strategy is also to promote
interoperable and modul ar architectures and information security
and to ensure sufficient data connections [40]. Legal changes
may also contribute significant improvements to eHealth
maturity, as can be seen in this study’s results regarding the
availability of electronic prescription and e-1D and signature.
These functions became mandatory for all public health care
organizations in 2017, and the results show significant
development between 2011 and 2017 [21,25,26]. However, the
implementation of the new functionalitieswill take time because
the path of the Finnish national electronic prescription system
from legidation to full implementation took 10 years [25]. A
very important step forward to enable RHIE in hospital districts
was a law that came into force in 2011, which alowed public
health care to build common patient registries for hospital
districts and primary health care organizations in each of the
regions. After the law’s implementation, specific consent from
apatient who isinformed was no longer required for information
retrieval [21].

The results reveal that a basic infrastructure such as the EPR
must be in place to enable other advanced functionalities such
as the CDSS and HIE, because the structured data storage of
EPR is a prerequisite for the operation of CDSS systems
[5,10,17-21]. Presumably, an EPR and broadband wireless
infrastructure must be available for the wireless use of EPR
[17-21]. The results also show that operating under a common
regional administrative organization and using the same EPR
brand will enable better overall eHealth maturity results,
especialy in RHIE, for both specialized care and primary health
care, a least in the Finnish health care context. Although
national strategies can guide the development of eHealth, the
regions own determined work can also lead to even better
results. The results highlight afew regions with high degree of
eHealth maturity in the selected indicators in this study while
providing comprehensive eHealth services to their citizens, as
shown in the study by Ruotanen et a [24]. The organization’s
own activities also affect the extent to which EPR technical
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support is provided and whether personnel’s ICT skills are
promoted through training [2].

Limitations

The results show that not all indicators may be relevant when
examining the eHealth maturity of future public health carein
Finland. When these eHealth maturity level studies started in
Finland, most of the functionalities collected according to
internationally used availability indicators were still in the
development phase. However, some indicators, such as e-ID
and signature and e-prescribing, have been saturated since 2017
and provided no additional information. Therefore, instead of
using e-ID, abetter indicator for the regional evaluation of data
security could be the availability of adocumented data security
policy or data security plan.

Regarding primary health care, the number of survey
respondents has decreased over time. Thisis explained by the
merging of municipalities into large administrative entities. In
contrast, the response rate of primary health care centersto the
survey hasincreased during the survey’s implementation; thus,
thesample size hasdiffered dightly inthe different survey years.
This may cause minor variations in the results for different
years.

The results of this study are based on the data provided by
various organizations. In each organization, its management
has compiled organization-specific responses from experts in
different areas. Different experts may have responded to the
survey in different years of the study; therefore, the questions
may have been understood differently. However, efforts were
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made to assist the respondents by providing them with their
responses from the previous survey year as a reference. The
respondents may have represented the administrative
organization; therefore, they may not have had a complete
picture of the situation in practice. For example, the
interpretation of the proportion of personnel with computer
skillsmay vary among respondents. Theinterpretations of terms
in various years may also vary, depending on what was topical
at thetime. Theintensity of use of certain eHealth applications
isbased on respondents’ estimates rather than log data, meaning
that there may be variation in results, depending on the
respondent’s interpretation.

Conclusions

eHealth maturity has steadily progressed nationally in Finland,
and various national strategies and legidative changes have
promoted its deployment. The biggest devel opmentsin eHealth
maturity occurred between 2011 and 2014. Some indicators
reached saturation and an intensity of use rate of 100%.
However, the scope for development remains, especialy in
primary heath care. Regionally, differences remain among
different organizations. Some hospital districts have already
been operating under a common administrative organization
for along time, and the results suggest that they will be more
prepared for the approaching health and social servicesreform.
The national eHealth strategies and legislative changes need to
be implemented in atimely manner, because the results of this
study show that the functionalities of eHealth will be adopted
in stages and deployment will take time.
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