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On January 13, Toronto’s Emerging Leader Forum (ELF) hosted an engaging discussion on Digital Health 
focused on informing young leaders in healthcare. The event was led by Dr. Darren Larsen, Chief Medical 
Information Officer at OntarioMD, who facilitated the discussion with:

• David Denov, Senior Manager, National Health Services at Deloitte
• Dr. Trevor Jamieson, Virtual Care Lead, Women’s College Hospital
• Laurie Poole, VP, Telemedicine Solutions at Ontario Telemedicine Network

Throughout the discussion, key themes of patient-driven care, improved outcomes, reduced cost and better 
coordination of care emerged as central drivers for the adoption of digital health.

What is Digital Health?

Despite having a relatively straightforward label, the concept of digital health encompasses a complex set of 
ideas that differ greatly between sectors and people. While many associate digital health with smartphone 
apps and telehealth, Dr. Trevor Jamieson is quick to differentiate between virtual health and digital health, 
noting that “how you use data to drive better decision making” forms the core of how digital health impacts 
how we care for patients. Many would agree that data has become critical in the delivery of healthcare 
across varying sectors from acute to primary care, and the ability to manage and apply data efficiently will 
likely become future differentiators for providers in the healthcare market. 

Unfortunately, one of the primary challenges of delivering on this definition of digital health is a lack of 
interoperability and integration both within and between healthcare organizations, which means that data 
cannot be leveraged to maximize its value. It’s not just enough to have astronomical amounts of data; it has to 
be delivered to the right person at the right time.

Digital health is empowering people to better track, manage, and improve their own 
and their family’s health, live better, more productive lives, and improve society. 
(Wikipedia)



What’s holding back the adoption of digital health?

A combination of limited funding and a conservative approach to technology seem to be the biggest 
obstacles to the adoption of digital health in Ontario, but Laurie Poole is optimistic: “Technology used to be 
an afterthought, so there has been a big shift from even four years ago.”

However, funding models that reward physical presence rather than virtual care, and privacy legislation that 
limits how organizations store and share data are two big barriers noted by David Denov and Dr. Jamieson. 
“Hospitals and providers have convinced themselves that change has to be incremental, and that disruption 
is undesirable,” says Dr. Jamieson. “You will never have innovation without a bit of risk.” Clearly innovation 
needs to be balanced with the risk and potential consequences for patients and their data.

How can Canadian hospitals become leaders?

Looking to other health systems that have achieved widespread adoption of technology and digital health, 
it appears that that big changes have to be driven (or at least strongly supported) from the top down – and 
not just within the hospital, but from health systems or regional leadership in healthcare. Poole points out 
that integrated health systems in the US have leveraged their power as a closed system with a single HIS to 
drive mainstream adoption of virtual care, but that a lack of integration in Ontario has been a key challenge in 
achieving the same adoption.

Many G8 countries are facing similar challenges of constricted spending, limited infrastructure and an aging 
population, and consolidating leadership at a regional or provincial level may help coordinate adoption. “Every 
[Ontario] hospital has an independent board of directors,” Dr. Jamieson adds, which may contribute to the 
challenges in achieving widespread adoption.

This might imply that Ontario hospitals are stuck in siloed information systems without a strong mandate 
from provincial leadership, but momentum is building and there are a number of initiatives which are working 
towards broader integration.  Initiatives such as ConnectingGTA and the current [as of 2016] provincial hold 
on new Hospital Information System implementations may be the first step towards standardization. 

Where do we go from here?

From the patient perspective, there is a growing expectation of digital health integration throughout their 
healthcare journey regardless of care location. Many of our Ontario hospitals have been able to leverage 
digital health effectively within their own organizations and work with healthcare partners on a community 
level, but growing pressure from patients will likely continue to push for provincial and even national initiatives 
which improve on inter-organizational integration. It is certainly clear that digital health has the opportunity 
to transform how care is delivered to the patient – from improved data analytics & big data to driving better 
patient outcomes through 360-degree healthcare coordination, digital health is becoming an essential part of 
effective healthcare.


