
Skyrocketing costs, historic regulatory changes, patient demands for access to records, security  
concerns—these and other factors define the healthcare industry landscape. In recent years, 
countless medical organizations from small practices to major hospitals have implemented elec-
tronic medical record (EMR) solutions to replace inefficient paper-based practices. 

The results and benefits are hard to deny. But EMR solutions only go part way in addressing 
healthcare industry challenges. EMR systems can help alleviate the burdens of paper processes, 
but they do not provide the technological framework for managing all of the information that flows 
through a healthcare practice.

Healthcare organizations need to consider electronic content management solutions that will work 
in tandem with their EMR systems. This white paper provides an overview of how EMR and ECM, 
when combined, can provide powerful capabilities for handling the ever-increasing industry chal-
lenges in the coming years. 

EMR & ECM: 
RX for Healthcare IT
The healthcare industry faces enormous challenges, including 
rapidly changing regulatory, financial, and technical issues. 
Electronic medical records (EMR) systems help in addressing 
these challenges, but organizations should also consider  
electronic content management (ECM) solutions for even 
greater improvements in practices and processes. 



The Challenges: The pressure on healthcare 
organizations today is unprecedented.
For decades, the industry has faced constant and growing 

criticism about costs. In the United States, the growth in 

spending on federal healthcare programs is one the central 

challenges facing the federal government—it reached $950 

billion in 2012—and led to the passage of the Affordable 

Care Act in 2010. Organizations are constantly being pushed 

to find ways to cut costs and improve efficiencies.

At the same time, providers are continually looking for ways 

to improve the quality of—and access to—patient care and 

the information associated with it. This is particularly chal-

lenging in an era of patient rights, ubiquitous online con-

nectivity, and the information expectations driven by social 

media. Patients are more knowledgeable than ever before, 

and are demanding greater participation in their healthcare 

decisions. 

Complicating these challenges are new and evolving technol-

ogy advances such as mobile, cloud, and analytics, which 

healthcare organizations need to embrace to remain com-

petitive. Technological advances have also led to an explo-

sion of content in a wide range of formats that are stored on 

diversified media. This content often contains valuable data 

that could result in better predictive insights, better decision 

making, and potential cures and preventions for diseases.

The Solution: Joining ECM and EMR 
Countless medical providers are implementing electronic 

medical records systems as one obvious way to cope with 

challenges of modern medicine. In the United States, federal 

mandates and funding from the Health Information Technol-

ogy for Economic and Clinical Health (HITECH) Act of 2009 

have focused efforts on driving adoption of EMR systems to 

meet requirements for health information exchanges. At the 

level of individual organizations, practices are benefitting from 

cost efficiencies and enhanced patient services by digitizing 

their medical records.

However, healthcare practices do not run on medical records 

alone, and EMRs were  not designed to handle the broader 

range of enterprise information that supports these busi-

nesses. For example, standalone EMRs are insufficient for 

reducing operational costs, ensuring full compliance with 

mandates and guidelines, or improving patient outcomes and 

patient engagement. 

To bridge the gap between EMRs and enterprise needs, 

more and more healthcare organizations are turning to ECM 

solutions for a broad range of features that bolster business 

processes. ECM solutions can provide important functionality 

such as: 

• Capturing and creating content in a wide variety of 
 formats, including paper and electronic documents, 
 email, and images.

• Organizing information with metadata, which is used for 
 indexing and classifying documents based on user-de-
 fined classification schemes. Recognition technology 
 such as optical character recognition (OCR), which is 
 often included with quality scanning hardware, can be 
 used to extract relevant document data for indexing.

• Enabling collaboration using information that is easily 
 located and shared.

• Expediting search and retrieval of documents for en-
 hanced business processes and better patient services.

• Supporting publication and delivery of documents.  

ECM systems usually rely on an underlying architecture that 
delivers foundational services, such as taxonomy creation, 
data retention, security, metadata creation, and information 
disposal tools.

Why ECM is Vital for Healthcare Success
Healthcare organizations, because of the complex demands 
of their industry, can realize substantial improvements from 
ECM. Let’s look at a few key reasons. 

First, healthcare is an information-intensive industry, and not 
just from the myriad types of documents, charts, images, and 
other data directly related to a patient’s health. For example, 
there is email and web content, instant messaging, policy 
procedures, and financial reports. Because a lot of patient 
information often comes from external sources—and because 
many medical centers still use fax machines—paper remains 
significant part of the overall mix. 

Healthcare, as a heavily regulated industry, also produces vo-
luminous policies, reports, and performance measurements. 
Providers also must adhere to mandates for data security that, 
if violated, can result in significant penalties. Organizations 
need systems that will help them securely store and manage 
regulatory documents. 
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Additionally, medical organizations are at the forefront of “big 
data” trends. Massive amounts of information can be sorted 
and sifted to find and evaluate small bits of information that 
can point the way to improving business processes or patient 
care.

With the right ECM solution in place, these challenges and 
opportunities can be addressed. ECM can help organizations 
aggregate all content types for their business processes and 
for their patients, including scanned images, email, imag-
ing files, and financial data. ECM can pull information from 
diverse information systems such as radiology and labora-
tory to establish a single repository where content can be 
accessed or cross referenced, thus eliminating the need to 
access multiple silos of information. The result is a single 
point of access to an all-inclusive patient record. 

To satisfy legal requirements, systems and workflows can 
be established so that stored information can be accessed 
quickly and safely in accordance with internal and external 
policies and procedures.

Implementing an Effective ECM Solution 
The key drivers for ECM adoption include cost reduction, 
enhanced customer service, business continuity, and regula-
tory compliance. To ensure an effective ECM deployment, 
organizations should do a thorough assessment of their needs 
in these key areas and identify the strategic imperatives that 
should be targeted by ECM. If done correctly, the return on 
the investment (ROI) will provide proof of how ECM supports 
an organization’s business strategies.  

It is important to recognize that ECM is not a point solution 
or a piece of tactical or departmental software. Any effective 
ECM solution represents a strategic, system-wide  investment 
that demands careful planning, input from stakeholders, the 
right mix of software and hardware products, and close coor-
dination with an experienced systems integrator or other type 
of solutions specialist.

Additionally, organizations should keep in mind that ECM is a 
complimentary technology that can add value to other critical 
applications—including EMRs. Careful planning and evalua-
tion can uncover ways that the ECM will add value to existing 
line-of-business applications by integrating information and 
applications and eliminating silos that create inefficiency. 
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It is strongly recommended that organizations work with 
outside specialists who have expertise in the design and 
implementation of ECM systems. They can help point out the 
options and pitfalls, and can help craft a long-term strategy 
for including new technologies and business processes in 
the future. Additionally, a phased approach is recommended 
when implementing a new ECM system. This will enable the 
organization to easily identify possible benefits of the deploy-
ment plan, which in turn will help supply business justifica-
tions and support for the project. 
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Conclusion
By deploying an ECM system alongside other line-of-business 
applications, including EMRs, healthcare organizations gain a 
strategic hub for managing all content that flows through the 
enterprise. Key benefits include:

• Centralized storage with enhanced security for all  
 information, including patient records.

• Business process agility that can lead to productivity 
 gains and cost savings.

• Enhanced compliance throughout all departments 
 with all regulatory guidelines.

• Faster access to patient information, potentially leading 
 to improved patient outcomes, better patient engage-
 ment, and better access to critical information across 
 the care continuum.

• A notable ROI from the ECM investment, with most 
 hospitals reporting a full return on their ECM invest-
 ment within 18 months of implementation.

With the benefits and rapid return on the investment, ECM 
deployments can provide core systems that will allow health-
care organizations to tackle the challenges facing the industry 
in the coming decades.
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