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The Need for a Socio-Technical 
Analysis in E-Health:

The Case of the PCEHR

ABSTRACT

Healthcare systems around the globe are facing a number of challenges. Thus Increasing focus is being 
placed on constructing appropriate healthcare reforms which are attempting to address how to tackle 
these challenges. A critical enabler in these reforms is the adoption of an e-health solution. Such e-health 
solutions are not only expensive and complex endeavours, but also have far reaching implications. Given 
that the implementation and adoption of these e-health solutions is so important, not to mention also 
requiring a substantial investment in various resources such as time and money, it is therefore essential 
to ensure their success. The following proffers a socio-technical analysis as an appropriate strategy to 
ensure more successful outcomes. An exemplar case study of the Personally Controlled Electronic Health 
Record (PCEHR), the chosen e-health solution by the Australian government is provided to illustrate 
the benefits such an analysis might provide

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this study is to address a significant 
void in the existing literature; namely, the lack 
of incorporating a socio-technical analysis in 
healthcare contexts to ensure heightened success 

of ICT implementations in healthcare. An evalua-
tion of the Personally Controlled Electronic Health 
Record (PCEHR) a chosen e-health solution in 
Australia is provided as an exemplar case to il-
lustrate the benefits of such an approach.
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Motivation for the Study

Given current challenges in healthcare delivery 
most countries are currently investing heavily in 
ICT (Information Communication Technology) in 
general and e-health solutions more specifically. 
Australia, like many other countries is also invest-
ing heavily in E-health initiatives. Specifically, 
in the federal budget (2010-11) the Australian 
government has allocated Au $466.7 million over 
two years to develop and implement a national 
Personally Controlled Electronic Health Record 
(PCEHR) system for all Australians by 2012. This 
is a significant investment in the hope of transform-
ing the healthcare delivery system in Australia. 
This implementation has raised many interesting 
questions concerning policy issues such as patient 
privacy, security, identification and management 
of consent for participation and data collection 
as well as technical issues concerning system 
complexity and user understanding of system, 
lack of standards and protocols, disparate health 
information systems and frameworks for integra-
tion as well as complex user interfaces (Currell 
et al., 2000; Hall, 2010; Leslie, 2011; Showell, 
2011; Westbrook & Braithwaite, 2010). These 
issues are very important to look into for smooth 
and successful system implementation and sus-
tainable adoption (Bernstein et al., 2007a; Tang, 
Ash, et al., 2006; Trudel, 2010; Liu et al., 2011; 
HFMA, 2006). These key areas of issues can be 
categorised as social aspects and technical aspects.

An essential aspect then becomes to provide 
an evaluation of such systems especially since to 
date no such framework exists to make substantia-
tive critiques on PCEHR; its strengths, benefits, 
weaknesses as well as an examination of the social 
and technical aspects. Moreover, no study does 
this from a socio-technical perspective.

Background

Healthcare is an information rich industry (Wick-
ramaisnghe & Schaffer, 2010). In addition, today 

all OECD countries are facing major challenges 
in trying to deliver quality healthcare services 
(Wickramasinghe et al., 2009). This confluence 
of factors makes the need for a comprehensive 
system, one that can not only handle multispec-
tral data and disparate information but also can 
improve the flow of this information between 
key stakeholders (for example: service providers, 
consumers, government agencies and healthcare 
managers) to improve health outcomes and quality 
of care (Mort et al., 2009), a necessity.

Health information systems in general and e-
health solutions more especially have the potential 
to do this; and hence we see the key role for e-
health solutions on all healthcare reform agendas 
today (Wickramasinghe & Schaffer, 2010; Mort et 
al., 2009; Car et al., 2008). It is for these reasons 
that in Australia, the government has chosen to 
adopt a personally controlled electronic health 
record (PCEHR).

Although there are many benefits of health in-
formation technology (Buntin et al., 2011; Devaraj 
& Kohli, 2000; Goldzweig et al., 2009; Shekelle, 
Morton, & Keeler, 2006; Tang et al., 2006; Wu et 
al., 2006) the transformation is difficult and the 
level of adoption and usage of such systems is 
generally low (Kaelber et al., 2008; Steinbrook, 
2008). Issues relating to the adoption and usage of 
such systems in healthcare environments are not 
just technical in nature but are multidimensional 
and include organisational, cultural, legal and 
social considerations as well (Ammenwerth et 
al., 2006; Catwell & Sheikh, 2009; Cresswell et 
al., 2011; Lorenzi et al., 2009; DesRoches et al., 
2008; André et al., 2008).

To fully explore all issues pertaining to success-
ful adoption and usage of e-health solutions and 
technology in general in healthcare, researchers 
have rightly argued that IT based interventions in 
healthcare settings should be evaluated with theo-
retically informed techniques (Wickramasinghe & 
Schaffer, 2010). One approach advocated in the 
literature is the application of a socio-technical 
perspective based evaluation of complex health-
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