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Introduction

The digital health industry offers many opportunities for
innovation and growth. Digital transformation of the health
and healthcare sectors can improve productivity and revenue
as well as promote better individual and public health
outcomes. Digital health records are a key enabler of this
transformation.

Given Malaysia's dual-track healthcare delivery systems,
public and private health records systems need to be better
integrated.

[ propose three measures to facilitate an integration process:
(1) build a supporting ecosystem to increase patient
enrolment into digital health records systems, (2) set and
enforce shared standards to ensure interoperability across the
healthcare landscape, (3) establish health data regulations
and other data governance mechanisms to build public trust
in digital health records.
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Digital health offers many opportunities for innovation and growth

Digital health is a growing industry that has benefited from advances in technology and data
analytics, allowing what began as internet applications in the medical healthcare space to expand
to a wider consumer health market!. Investment and innovation in health and healthcare has
increased globally, with technological advances being introduced regularly, from biosensor
tattoos to precision medicine. A sceptic might suggest that efficacy research and regulations have
not kept pace with these developments, but market demand for HealthTech does not seem to have
faltered, especially since the Covid-19 pandemic.

Market analysis of the digital health industry in Southeast Asia shows that market revenue grew
from USD1.16bil in 2017 to USD 5.36bil in 20232. Another analysis highlighted that Indonesia
experienced the largest growth in the region3, likely in association with having the largest
population in the region. Malaysia, on the other hand, fell in the middle of the pack in accordance
with a 2021 PwC report that showed low rates of venture funding for HealthTech in Malaysia*.

Given the promise of revenue from medical tourism> as well as the needs of a growing aging
populations, it is important for Malaysia’s health and healthcare sectors to reap the benefits of
digital transformation and not be left behind?.

A strong digital healthcare system depends on digital health records

The foundation of a strong digital healthcare delivery system, as highlighted by all three of
Malaysia’s post-pandemic health ministers, is digital health records, whether in the form of
electronic health records (EHR), electronic medical records (EMR), patient health records (PHR),
or lifetime health records (LHR)8. In February 2024, Health Minister Dr Dzulkefly Ahmad
reiterated the need for a central patient record system enabling access to healthcare records in
any healthcare facility throughout Malaysia?, which best meets the definition of EHR.

This has been the target since Malaysia’s 1997 Telemedicine Blueprint, where the goal was for
healthcare workers and patients to be able to access an integrated set of medical records that
follows patients throughout their lifetime, regardless of which healthcare facility they seek care
at1o,

1 Mathews et al. (2019), Kasoju et al. (2023)
2 Statista (2024)

3 Shoo (2023)

4+PwC (2021)

5 MIDA (2022)

6 KRI (2021)

7 Hospital Management Asia (2024)

8 [lyana Mukhriz and Gong (2023)

9 Aida Ahmad (2024)

10 [lyana Mukhriz et al. (2023)
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According to KRI's research, early initiatives to develop and deploy digital health records in public
healthcare facilities as part of overall hospital digitalisation programmes came in fits and starts
due to multiple factors, including lack of funding, proprietary and unwieldy technology system:s,
and poor supporting infrastructure!l.

However, the Covid-19 pandemic marked a turning point, demonstrating how quickly Malaysia
could adopt a mobile health application with appropriate government support. In 2021,
MySejahtera had the highest installation rate (85%) and open rate (92%) among Covid-19 health
applications worldwide. It began as a contact tracing app but its functionality expanded to vaccine
registration and records as well as being used to make health appointments and for infectious
disease surveillance2.

The use of a lightweight cloud-based system accessed via a mobile app or a web browser can also
be seen in the rollout of a hospital information exchange (HIE) platform in Negeri Sembilan?3. The
HIE platform will be used with three user portals catering to healthcare providers, patients and
facility administrators with different data permissions for different users. It can be accessed using
just a web browser, reducing the hardware requirements needed at smaller healthcare facilities,
although a reliable internet connection is still required.

At the time of writing, there is not yet a clear pathway to integrating this system, which is to be
rolled out to all public healthcare facilities, with digital systems deployed in private healthcare
facilities.

Integrate public and private healthcare records to ensure seamless healthcare
delivery

Malaysia has a dual-track healthcare delivery system, with the public sector providing the bulk of
healthcare delivery in terms of hospital admissions and outpatient care. In 2022, public hospital
admissions accounted for 73.0% of total hospital admissions while 84.3% of hospital outpatient
care occurred at public hospitals!4 The burden borne by the public sector can be overwhelming
in times of crisis such as a pandemic or a natural disaster.

The Covid-19 vaccination programme demonstrated how the public and private sectors can work
together to provide seamless healthcare delivery. Private sector provision of care may expand
given current challenges facing the public healthcare system including a shortage of doctors!s and
facilities in need of upgrades?¢. Thus, it is important that health records are able to follow patients
and move across facilities as needed in order to ensure continuity of care.

11 Tbid.

12 [lyana Mukhriz and Gong (2023)
13 [lyana Mukhriz et al. (2023)

14 MOH (2023)

15 CNA (2023)

16 The Star (2024)
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Three actionable measures to facilitate integrated digital health records

Systems integration is not simply a matter of establishing more public-private partnerships.
Limited existing regulations on data protection and data transfers, non-standardised data
systems and a lack of public trust can hamper data systems integration!’. I propose three
actionable measures to address these issues and facilitate integration of public and private digital
health records systems.

1.

Build a supporting ecosystem to increase patient enrolment into digital health
records

Digital health records are just one component of a comprehensive digital health ecosystem
that includes, for example, lab reports and hospital management. On the supply side,
upgrading hardware and network infrastructure, especially for smaller, less urban facilities,
is necessary to ensure smooth service delivery. On the demand side, improving digital and
health literacy is important to raise public awareness of the benefits of health data analytics
and the use of health information of self-management of disease.

Set and enforce shared standards to ensure interoperability across the healthcare
landscape

Health informatic standards are widely known and used in the health industry. However,
standards for health database architecture and health data formatting, while recommended,
are not yet required!8 across the healthcare landscape in Malaysia. Enforcing standards such
as aminimum data set will be important in ensuring that patient data can be shared efficiently
across healthcare providers and facilities.

Establish health data regulations and other data governance mechanisms to build
public trust in digital health records

Data security and privacy concerns need to be addressed to build public trust in digital health
records systems. Patients should be confident that their data will only be shared responsibly
and safely. Current data regulations do not specifically address health data, which are
sensitive data that require additional protections!. Where needed, guardrails should be put
in place around how health data should be used, focusing not on improving profit margins but
on improving health outcomes for as many people as possible.

17 [lyana Mukhriz and Gong (2023)
18 [lyana Mukhriz et al. (2023)
19 Tbid.
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Conclusion

Dr Dzulkefly has reiterated the Ministry of Health’s commitment to national healthcare
digitalisation and digital health records??. To achieve the government’s goal of addressing
fragmented health information systems as stated in the 12th Malaysia Plan and Health White
Paper, the ministry could hold further engagements with healthcare practitioners, regulators and
patient-rights advocates in the private sector, academia and civil society to exchange ideas and
find avenues for collaboration and partnership.

20 Bernama (2024)
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