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Avoiding Déja Vu: Applying EHR Lessons to Al in Healthcare

Artificial Intelligence (Al) is hailed as a transformative force in healthcare, with the potential to enhance patient outcomes, optimise operations
and reduce errors. Yet, such optimism is reminiscent of the early promises made about Electronic Health Records (EHRs) two decades ago.
Back then, EHRs were expected to revolutionise healthcare by improving efficiency and reducing medical errors, but their widespread
implementation often fell short of these aspirations. Instead, they created new challenges, including administrative burdens, clinician burnout and
workflow inefficiencies. For Al to deliver on its potential, healthcare must take heed of the lessons learned from the EHR experience, ensuring
that history does not repeat itself.

Overpromising Technology: Lessons from EHR Adoption

The early 2000s saw EHRs championed as a game-changing innovation for healthcare. Policymakers and institutions envisioned systems that
would enhance care delivery by minimising medical errors, improving patient safety and optimising data management. Legislative measures like
the HITECH Act provided financial incentives to hasten EHR adoption, creating a sense of urgency among healthcare providers. However, the
speed of deployment often prioritised market saturation over the quality of design and implementation.

The results were far from the seamless transformation envisioned. Poorly designed interfaces disrupted clinical workflows, making navigation
cumbersome and time-consuming. Instead of optimising processes, EHRs frequently led to information overload and alert fatigue, leaving
clinicians overwhelmed and dissatisfied. These systems, though effective in isolated use cases, often failed to deliver on their broader promise of
improving patient safety and care quality.

This experience highlights a crucial lesson for Al: the need to temper enthusiasm with practicality. While Al holds the potential to optimise
decision-making and identify subtle patterns in data, its success depends on realistic goals and thoughtful implementation. Overpromising
capabilities without addressing practical challenges risks eroding trust and undermining its adoption.

The Human Cost of Technological Missteps

One of the most significant unintended consequences of EHR implementation has been the toll on healthcare professionals. Designed to
facilitate documentation and improve efficiency, EHR systems instead became a significant source of frustration for many clinicians. The
extensive data entry requirements consumed valuable time, reducing opportunities for direct patient interaction. Physicians found themselves
spending more time navigating screens than engaging in bedside care, often completing EHR-related tasks outside working hours.

The strain associated with EHR use has been directly linked to increased levels of burnout among clinicians. Studies reveal that physicians
spend up to half of their clinical hours managing EHRs, with additional time spent after hours to finalise documentation. This workload not only
detracts from the core purpose of patient care but also diminishes job satisfaction and contributes to feelings of detachment and exhaustion. The
complexity of EHR interfaces, coupled with an overwhelming volume of alerts and notifications, further exacerbates this stress.

For Al to avoid similar pitfalls, it must be designed with clinicians' needs in mind. Tools should integrate into existing workflows, reducing, rather
than adding to, administrative burdens. Moreover, Al systems must function as supportive aids that enhance decision-making, not as
replacements for clinical expertise. By prioritising usability and aligning Al capabilities with the realities of medical practice, healthcare
organisations can mitigate the risk of burnout and improve adoption rates.

Building on EHR Foundations for Al Success
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While the EHR experience underscores many pitfalls to avoid, it also provides a foundation for leveraging Al effectively. The widespread adoption
of EHRs has created vast repositories of structured health data, enabling Al algorithms to uncover patterns, predict outcomes and support
clinical decisions. To realise this potential, healthcare must address several critical factors, including usability, interoperability and continuous
improvement.

One of the key takeaways from EHR implementation is the importance of user-centred design. EHRs often failed in this regard, with their
complex interfaces and lack of intuitive functionality. To ensure Al adoption succeeds, developers must engage clinicians, data scientists and
user experience experts in the design process. Collaborative efforts can produce systems that complement clinicians' workflows, making Al a
valuable tool rather than an additional burden.

Interoperability is another essential consideration. Fragmented health data across disparate systems has long been a challenge for EHRs,
limiting their utility and complicating care coordination. For Al to maximise its impact, healthcare organisations must adopt standardised protocols
and formats that facilitate seamless data sharing across institutions and platforms. This not only improves the performance of Al systems but
also ensures that insights generated by Al are actionable and accessible in diverse clinical settings.

Finally, continuous evaluation and refinement are critical to Al's long-term success. Many of the shortcomings of EHRs arose from inadequate
feedback loops and limited updates post-implementation. Al systems must be subject to rigorous monitoring to assess their effectiveness, safety
and impact on clinical outcomes. Regular audits can identify biases or errors in algorithms, ensuring that Al tools remain trustworthy and reliable.
Additionally, healthcare institutions should invest in ongoing training programmes to equip clinicians with the skills to use Al effectively while
maintaining their clinical insight.

The promise of Al in healthcare is undeniable, but its successful integration depends on avoiding the missteps of past technological innovations.
The lessons from EHR adoption provide a valuable roadmap: temper expectations, prioritise user-centred design, ensure interoperability and
commit to continuous evaluation. By addressing these challenges, healthcare can harness the transformative potential of Al to improve patient
outcomes, reduce errors and enhance efficiency. Ultimately, the key to Al's success lies not just in the technology itself but in its thoughtful
adaptation to the complexities of the healthcare ecosystem. Through a human-centred approach, Al can deliver on its promise, avoiding the
sense of déja vu that accompanied the EHR experience.
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