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Larry Garber, MD
I am a practicing Internist and the Medical Director for Informatics at Reliant Medical Group (formerly known as Fallon Clinic), a 525-provider multispecialty group practice in central Massachusetts. I co-chaired the ONC S&I Framework Longitudinal Coordination of Care Workgroup which used an evidence-based approach to update the HL7 Consolidated CDA to better meet the needs of care transitions and care planning.



Do we even need the S&I Framework?
We have the ONC Standards Committee that determines the need for specific standards, and we have several standards development organizations (SDOs) such as Health Level Seven (HL7) and the American Society for Testing and Materials (ASTM) that can make great standards for us, so why do we need the S&I Framework?  We need the S&I Framework because we need to ensure that our standards are clinically useful and usable.

SDOs have members that are brilliant and hardworking, but they tend to be heavily weighted towards technologists and academicians.  As a result, their standards aren’t necessarily representative of the needs and uses broadly in the real world.  An example of this is the Care Plan.  The original CCD standard developed by HL7 had a very primitive representation of a Care Plan.  Similarly, the current FHIR Care Plan resource needs some more work to meet the numerous requirements of Care Plans, Plans of Care, and Treatment Plans. 

It isn’t appropriate to expect the members of SDOs to take full responsibility for gathering all of the clinical requirements for new standards, including developing a consensus on definitions and concept models.  There needs to be a no-cost-to-join, easy to use forum where clinicians and academicians and technologists and vendors and the public sector can convene to rapidly develop consensus on the foundational elements for new standards. 



Responsibilities for the S&I Framework
S&I Framework needs to exist to bridge the gap between the ONC Standards Committee identifying the need for a new standard and the SDO codifying that standard.  The S&I Framework is the convener, consensus builder, and accelerator.  It then needs to act as a representative in the SDO to carry the vision and understanding of definitions and concept models so that they can be accurately represented in the new standards. Finally, the S&I Framework participants should take responsibility to pilot the new standards.  If you know you have to eat the food, you have a lot of incentive to make it good!

Operational Standards for the S&I Framework
The S&I Framework Task Force has proposed the following criteria for defining “identified federal priorities” for the S&I Framework, along with my response:
0. Balanced Representation – Excellent idea and would have made us work harder to achieve this. However it does bring up the issue that S&I Framework is entirely voluntary, other than the hired facilitators.  This makes it exceedingly difficult to get consistent attendance from a diverse group of roles and experiences.  There needs to be an incentive program that encourages quality participation in the S&I Framework.  Not just virtual badges, medals or trophies, but something with actual cash value.  And the value needs to be accrued both to the participant and their employer who has to allow them to have time to participate. Furthermore, in order for these teams to work most effectively, they need to build trust and relationships among the participants. This is best accomplished through a limited number of face-to-face meetings.  Thus the financial incentive for participation should also help subsidize at least one face-to-face gathering of S&I Framework participants each year.
0. Measurable, meaningful real-world results – Agree, which is the purpose of carrying the work beyond the SDO ballot cycle and into the pilot phase.
0. Reasonable implementation path – Agree and again it is covered by piloting the new standard.
0. Interim and long term goals/outcomes – Agree
0. Rapid Cycle Implementation – This is a more complex issue.  Pilots are very expensive because 1) you are the first to try out a new standard so software needs to be developed to support the pilot which is frequently is a parallel and redundant process to your production work, and 2) what you pilot is unlikely to be the final standard, so there will be an additional cost to bring your software up to conformance with the final standard.  This compares with your competitors who will subsequently get the final software without having to pay for all of the development costs.  So while an iterative agile process of standards development sounds like a good idea, it is very expensive.  So the government should pay for these pilots through grant programs.


Summary
In summary, the purpose of the S&I Framework is to:
1. Act as a convener, consensus builder, and accelerator for standards
2. Act as a representative in the standards development organizations to carry the vision and understanding of definitions and concept models so that they can be accurately represented in the new standards
3. Pilot the new standards

In order to accomplish this, the government needs to:
1. Financially subsidize participants and their employers
2. Subsidize annual face-to-face meetings
3. Pay for pilots of the standards

The S&I Framework is a valuable component of the standards development process.  It accelerates the development of higher quality, more clinically useful and usable standards. But better standards come with an increased development cost…
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