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Health information systems

SIR,—In your leading article “Making policy
in the dark” (2 September, p 652) you refer
to the fact that “present policy in the NHS
is based on inadequate information and that
better data are needed if there are to be
improvements in the strategy for using and
deploying resources.” You also mention that
this inadequacy was pointed out in 1956 by
the Guillebaud Committee.

The problem has a much longer history. An
arbitrary starting place is the National Health
Service Act 1946. It requires the Minister to
provide “to such an extent as he considers
necessary to meet all reasonable require-
ments... . .>> The first Health Circular of 1947,
RHB (47) 1, states as a main function of the
regional hospital board, “To assess the need
for, and best placement of, new resources and
improvements and extensions” (our italics).

As one progresses through the years of the
history of the Health Service the necessity to
measure requirements or needs is reiterated.
But this responsibility of the then Ministry of
Health and present Department of Health and

Social Security was never fully accepted.
There has never been an attempt to estabiish
a policy, plan, and programme for a health
information system. The developments which
have taken place have been unplanned, poorly
thought out, and unintegrated.

Recently the National Working Party on
Community . Health Statistics recommended
that the DHSS establish a group to examine
policy for a national health information
system. The DHSS response to this recom-
mendation was a positive one. It undertook a
preliminary analysis of views on needs and
problems in health information which included
discussions in the NHS with clinicians, nurses,
other health professionals, and administrators
and, outside the NHS, with interested persons
and groups. The results of .this preliminary
analysis have not yet been published. When
they are the problem of altering present DHSS,
NHS, and Office of Population Censuses and
Surveys structures in a way that will enable the
development of a health information system of
the type implied in your leader will arise.

We are fortunate in dealing with this
problem since there is a series of recom-
mendations from the World Health Organisa-
tion'~* and a large corpus of publications on
the subject of health information which have
been excellently reviewed by Donald Hicks in
Primary Health Care.® There have also been
some relevant documents since Hicks’s
review and ones not included in it.—®°

In addition to the public bodies such as the
NHS, DHSS, OPCS, and university depart-
ments of community medicine we have three
other bodies with a primary interest in health
information systems: King Edward’s Hospital
Fund for London, the Nuffield Provincial
Hospitals Trust, and the BMA’s Central
Ethical Committee. So the problem is not so
much one of discovering interested individuals
and organisations as well as relevant publica-
tions but rather how to use more efficiently the
ones which already exist. The initiative in an
effort to do this has come from the NHS. The
national group of area and regional specialists
in community medicine (health information)
has made a recommendation, referred to above,
in conjunction with the Community Health
Statistics Working Party. That recommenda-
tion conforms in essence with the WHO
recommendation:

“The WHO Expert Committee on Health
Statistics believes that the time has come for
change and recommends -that WHO should urge
countries to make arrangements for promoting the
use of health information systems in health



