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Foreword 

In the past thirty years, digital technology has transformed entire societies and the global economy. The 

extent of this transformation can be compared to previous industrial revolutions. 

The essential element of digital transformation is not smartphones, software, or even the internet. It is 

electronic data. Digital technology is a way of creating, managing, sharing and analysing data to provide 

the right information to the right person at the right time. Its inherent qualities mean that this can be done 

extremely quickly, efficiently and at very low incremental cost. Unsurprisingly, a wide range of sectors have 

harnessed these unique characteristics to transform their business practices, delivering considerable 

consumer surpluses and social dividends. 

But two decades into the 21st century, and a similar transformation is yet to occur in health. Despite rapid 

digitalisation and immense opportunities in an industry where information and communication are so 

intrinsic to success and failure, the health sector remains ‘data rich but information poor’. 

This report examines how OECD countries are leveraging data and digital technologies to achieve their 

health policy objectives, and how a digital transformation can help to address existing and emerging policy 

challenges. It continues a work programme that began in 2010, when Health Ministers asked the OECD 

to examine how electronic data can be put to work to improve health services, research and policy making. 

This work has produced several reports, culminating in the Recommendation of the OECD Council on 

Health Data Governance. Health Ministers welcomed the Recommendation at their subsequent meeting 

in 2017, where they also instructed the OECD to continue examining this topic with a focus on identifying 

the key barriers and enablers of a digital transformation in health. 

The report finds that despite some promising signs and isolated successes, health is a long way behind 

other sectors. While a digital transformation is not an end in itself, it provides clear opportunities to build 

effective, equitable, people-centred and efficient health systems. These opportunities are currently being 

wasted. The report emphasises that a digital transformation does not happen spontaneously. It relies on 

fundamental organisational change. In health, this means overhauling the structures, policies and 

institutions that govern how systems function. These institutions pre-date the digital era and are notoriously 

resistant to change. In some ways, the arrival of digital technology has served to highlight the same 

problems that have stood in the way of meaningful reform for a long time. 

A digital transformation is a therefore a political choice. It relies on leadership and bold policy decisions. It 

requires investment that, if targeted well, can deliver considerable returns. Above all, it is an opportunity to 

finally address several fundamental and long-standing deficiencies in the health sector, and bring health 

into the 21st century for the benefit individuals, communities and societies. 
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