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      Open source software has gained significant popularity in various industries due to its collaborative nature, flexibility, and cost-effectiveness. In healthcare, open source technology empowers organizations to customize and enhance software solutions according to their specific needs.

Open Source in Healthcare IT allows for rapid development, peer review, and community-driven innovation. Open source EHRs offer increased interoperability, data sharing, and scalability, enabling healthcare providers to deliver better patient care. It fosters an environment where developers feel confident to contribute their ideas, and users can trust in the software to manage their health enterprise. The open-source model serves as a bridge connecting developers, users, vendors, and service providers, enabling efficient interactions and collaborative innovations.

One such initiative was the Open Source Electronic Health Record Alliance (OSEHRA). Established by the US Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) around 2011, OSEHRA aimed to be the cornerstone of open-source software efforts in the health information technology community. It focused on nurturing a vendor-neutral community engaged in advancing EHR software and related health information technology. Through this community, OSEHRA fostered the growth of an ecosystem of complementary products, capabilities, and services, characterized by transparency and agility, reminiscent of open-source software projects.

Among the key products developed under the OSEHRA initiative were the OSEHRA VistA and popHealth. OSEHRA VistA is an open-source EHR that is community-supported, customizable, and can be implemented by developers or providers in the healthcare industry. It maintains compatibility with the VistA EHR system developed by the VA, while also integrating enhancements from the wider community.

The popHealth, on the other hand, is an open-source quality measure reference implementation that aids healthcare providers in meaningful use quality measure reporting and supports easier submission of quality measures to public health organizations.
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      “Build and support an open source community of users, developers, service providers, and researchers engaged in advancing electronic health record software and related health information technology.” OSEHRA Mission

Primary objectives

	Collaboration and Innovation: OSEHRA aims to foster collaboration among developers, healthcare providers, and industry experts to accelerate the development and adoption of open source healthcare IT solutions.
	Interoperability: OSEHRA strives to develop interoperable EHR systems that enable seamless exchange of patient data across different healthcare organizations and systems.
	Standards Compliance: OSEHRA promotes adherence to industry standards to ensure compatibility and consistency in healthcare IT solutions.
	Security and Privacy: OSEHRA emphasizes the development of secure and privacy-conscious software solutions to protect patient health information.
	Community Engagement: OSEHRA actively engages with its community members through conferences, working groups, and collaborative projects to drive innovation and knowledge sharing.



Community driven




The OSEHRA community comprises a diverse group of stakeholders, including government agencies, healthcare providers, software developers, researchers, and industry experts. This community-driven approach allows for the exchange of ideas, expertise, and resources, fostering innovation and collaboration within the healthcare IT domain. Through various collaborative platforms, such as forums, mailing lists, and working groups, community members actively contribute to the development and enhancement of open source healthcare solutions. 



 

Technical architecture




 OSEHRA adopts a modular and scalable technical architecture to facilitate the development and integration of open source healthcare applications. The architecture encompasses components for EHR functionality, data storage and exchange, clinical decision support, security, and user interfaces. By utilizing open standards and modern technologies, OSEHRA ensures interoperability, flexibility, and extensibility of healthcare IT systems.





    

    
  


    

  

























    

  
    
      
    

    
  


    

  







































    

  
    
        

    

    
  


    

  




















  
    

  
    
    
    
      Project benefits

    

    
    
      
        
      

    

    
      


    
  


    

  























  
    

  
    
      Implementing and utilizing open source healthcare solutions offers several significant benefits:

	Cost Savings: Open source software eliminates the need for expensive licensing fees associated with proprietary solutions, resulting in substantial cost savings for healthcare organizations.
	Customization and Flexibility: OSEHRA allows healthcare providers to tailor software solutions according to their specific requirements, ensuring optimal functionality and usability.
	Interoperability and Data Exchange: Open source EHRs developed under OSEHRA promote interoperability and seamless data exchange between different healthcare systems, facilitating better care coordination and patient outcomes.
	Collaboration and Innovation: OSEHRA encourages collaboration and knowledge sharing among its community members, fostering innovation, and driving the development of cutting-edge healthcare IT solutions.
	Security and Privacy: OSEHRA emphasizes robust security measures and privacy safeguards, ensuring the confidentiality and integrity of patient health information.


    

    
  


    

  


















































    

  
    
        

    

    
  


    

  




















  
    

  
    
    
    
      Implementation

    

    
    
      
        
      

    

    
      


    
  


    

  























  
    

  
    
      Several key steps

	Needs Assessment: Healthcare organizations assess their requirements and identify areas where open source solutions can address their specific needs effectively.
	Software Selection: Organizations evaluate the available open source healthcare software solutions within the OSEHRA ecosystem and select the most suitable ones based on their requirements.
	Customization and Integration: Selected software solutions are customized and integrated into the existing IT infrastructure of the healthcare organization, ensuring seamless interoperability.
	Testing and Training: Rigorous testing is conducted to ensure the reliability and performance of the implemented OSEHRA solution. Training programs are also conducted to familiarize healthcare staff with the new system.


Maintenance and Support: Ongoing maintenance and support are crucial for the long-term success of the OSEHRA implementation. Regular updates, bug fixes, and technical assistance are provided to ensure optimal system performance.

Success Stories

Several healthcare organizations have successfully implemented OSEHRA and reaped its benefits. For example:

VA VistA: The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs implemented the Veterans Health Information Systems and Technology Architecture (VistA), an open source EHR solution developed under OSEHRA. VistA has improved patient care, increased efficiency, and reduced healthcare costs within the VA healthcare system.

Indian Health Service: The Indian Health Service (IHS) adopted OSEHRA’s open source EHR solutions to enhance healthcare delivery to Native American populations. The implementation has resulted in improved data sharing, interoperability, and better patient outcomes
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      While OSEHRA brings numerous benefits to the healthcare industry, it also faces certain challenges and limitations:

	Vendor Lock-In: Transitioning from proprietary EHR systems to OSEHRA may require significant effort and resources. Healthcare organizations must carefully consider the potential vendor lock-in associated with proprietary solutions.
	Integration Complexity: Integrating OSEHRA with existing healthcare IT infrastructure can be complex, particularly in large healthcare systems with diverse legacy systems. Robust planning and expertise are required to ensure smooth integration.
	Lack of Standardization: Despite efforts to promote interoperability and adherence to standards, variations in data formats and system configurations across different healthcare organizations can hinder seamless data exchange.
	Maintenance and Support: OSEHRA implementations require dedicated resources for ongoing maintenance, updates, and technical support. Healthcare organizations must ensure sufficient staff and funding to sustain the system.
	User Training and Acceptance: Transitioning healthcare professionals to a new EHR system requires comprehensive training and change management strategies to ensure user acceptance and minimize disruption to workflows.


    

    
  


    

  


















































    

  
    
        

    

    
  


    

  




















  
    

  
    
    
    
      The shut down

    

    
    
      
        
      

    

    
      


    
  


    

  























  
    

  
    
      However, the future of OSEHRA became uncertain as the VA and the Department of Defense, the largest users of VistA, decided to replace the system. The organization faced a critical juncture where it had to expand beyond VistA or risk becoming irrelevant. Despite these challenges, OSEHRA continued to maintain and develop the VistA source tree, keeping it open for community contributions.

Unfortunately, OSEHRA shut down in February 2020, with most of its assets, including web content, training materials, and journal content, transferred to WorldVistA. WorldVistA, founded to extend and collaboratively improve the VistA EHR and health information system for use outside its original setting, is continuing the mission of improving healthcare worldwide by making medical information technology better and universally affordable. It seeks to help those who choose to adopt the VistA system to successfully master, install, and maintain the software for their own use, fostering a community based on principles of open, collaborative, peer review software development and dissemination.

The evolution of OSEHRA and its subsequent transition to WorldVistA exemplifies the dynamic and adaptable nature of open-source initiatives. Despite the hurdles, the commitment to drive innovation, ensure freedom from vendor lock-in, lower total cost of ownership, and enhance health information technology interoperability remains steadfast. Open source is indeed the wind of innovation that is constantly shifting the software development business model from selling proprietary software packages to providing software based on vibrant innovation, epitomizing the essence of open-source methodologies.
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      About the community

Discover a world of ideas in our global community on natural and green topics.
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