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By Jane Rendall 

an nhs-wide cloud for healthcare 
diagnostics in the united kingdom?

oNe of The feW PlACes IN The 
WoRld ThAT CoUld fUllY exPloIT 
The CloUd foR heAlThCARe
Pressure to improve sustainability 
and reduce isolation in healthcare has 
renewed the hunger for a different 
approach to IT in the UK.
This is being driven by a significant push 
towards regionalisation. While such a 
trend is not unique to the UK, the pres-
sure to implement it probably is. Thus 
there is an active policy drive towards 
integrated regional, digitally mature 
services, while still centred around the 
patient.  This has now become the man-
tra issued by the central authorities, 
especially in NHS England, and has been 
galvanised  by the implementation of  
sustainability and transformation plans 
(STPs). These are five-year plans covering 
all aspects of NHS spending in England, 
Forty-four areas have been identified as 
the geographical ‘footprints’ on which the 
plans are based, with an average popula-
tion size of 1.2 million people. 

This shift reflects a growing consen-
sus within the NHS that more integrated 
models of care are required to meet the 
changing needs of the population. In 
practice, this means different parts of 
the NHS and social care system working 
together to provide more co-ordinated 

services to patients – for example, by 
GPs working more closely with hospi-
tal specialists, district nurses and social 
workers to improve care for people with 
long-term conditions
Installing software in individual organ-
isations, and then managing it locally on 
hospital servers, is a resource- hungry 
method that for many organisations is 
starting to reach its limits in the race to 
digital maturity. 
 The UK is in a rare position to acceler-
ate its digital progress and embrace truly 
national economies of scale by exploit-
ing cloud technology, something that has 
already started to be seen in diagnostic 
disciplines. 

Northern Ireland, for example, has one 
of the most effective and largest scale pic-
ture archiving and communications systems 
(PACS) in the world. By exploiting cloud, a 
single imaging system is now accessible by 
healthcare professionals across the whole of 
Northern Ireland, allowing different disci-
plines to access a patient’s radiology record 
from almost any location. 
Large scale cloud deployment has also 
already been seen in England where 
more than 400 sites across the NHS are 
using the Image Exchange Portal (IEP) 
to make images rapidly available to the 
right professionals. Supporting regional 
working and new ways of delivering care 
across organisational boundaries, the IEP 
is used by NHS staff to exchange some 
15,000 studies every day that would oth-
erwise need to be burned onto CDs and 
sent via costly courier services. 

But achievements so far are just the 
beginning. There is now greater potential 
than ever for the NHS to use cloud to 
leverage rapid expansion of digital tech-
nology across organisations and sustain-
ability footprints. 
Cloud has the potential to speed up the 
time in which all parts of the health service 
benefit from the latest innovation and soft-
ware updates, to enable the collaboration 
demanded by evolving models of care, and 
to use the ‘N’ in the NHS to greatest effect, 
whilst still allowing specialist functionality 
demanded by the frontline. 

eNsURING The Nhs sPReAds  
dIGITAl INNovATIoN qUICKlY
NHS organisations can no longer afford 
to be working from IT systems that are 
years out of date. But the reality is that 
too often, hospitals can today be work-
ing with software that at best receives 
an update every one to two years, and at 
worst, isn’t updated in closer to a decade.  

Other industries do not work like 
this. Organisations ranging from 
Facebook to Google upgrade their appli-
cations almost immediately, and make 
those updates instantaneously available 
to users across the globe.  

Whether it is the electronic patient 
record (EPR), or a vendor neutral 
archive (VNA), technologies are becom-
ing so central to the delivery of care, that 
all healthcare organisations must have 
access to the latest innovations. 

Professionals must not be denied 
the functionality they need because of 
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contractual limitations or because internal datacenters or resources 
are not in a position to support the latest versions needed by staff 
delivering care. 

Advances in care mean that software innovation is now a con-
tinuous cycle, where vendors must be responsive to the immediate 
needs of healthcare professionals. Cloud adoption could help all 
healthcare organisations ensure these innovations are available to 
their own staff, irrespective of the internal resource that might tra-
ditionally be needed to ensure continuous uptime, or the hardware 
to ensure compatibility. 

Cloud now signals an opportunity to leap frog digital matu-
rity, and beyond that to ensure rapid expansion, innovation and 
growth. The conversation needs to shift from which hardware to 
buy. Just as consumers can now instantly stream films to their 
home through online services like Netflix, without the need for a 
DVD or a DVD player, a clinician should not have to wait months 
or even longer to get the latest functionality, whilst upgrades are 
carried out to hospital servers, or whilst negotiations are com-
pleted with the software vendor.

seCURITY ANd oTheR eCoNoMIes of sCAle
Security, often cited as a point of concern in cloud adoption, 

has the potential to be significantly enhanced, particularly at a 
time when resources are in high competition. Individual trusts 
trying to attract the right candidates with the knowledge and 
skills needed to safeguard their systems are not only compet-
ing against other trusts, but against wider public sector bodies, 
security services and high-paying private sector organisations, 
where cyber and IT security expertise are in extremely high 
demand.   

Cloud driven economies of scale that allow better prices, apply 
just as much to security. Although NHS chiefs are quite rightly 
trying to encourage responsibility for cyber security at all levels 
of the healthcare enterprise, a collaborative approach to securing 
shared cloud systems, could provide the NHS with another boost. 

Put simply, NHS organisations have a different primary purpose 
and different resources than large scale IT organisations. They 
are healthcare organisations. Expecting individual IT departments 
across more than 200 trusts to be self-dependent for security is an 
unnecessary burden that does little to leverage the economies of 
scale of the healthcare system. 

Nevertheless, cloud does require a pragmatic approach when 
it comes to security. It would not be appropriate, for example, for 
the NHS to base its information in a public cloud, where other 
actors and other countries may share access to the same servers. 
A large scale private cloud could however be an answer for the 
NHS, allowing economies of scale across the country in every-
thing from licensing to hosting, hardware, operations, monitoring 
and security.

CReATING AN Nhs-WIde CloUd foR dIAGNosTICs
Just as Northern Ireland is already using a PACS to share radi-

ology images across the entire region to relevant healthcare pro-
fessionals, VNAs are now increasingly being seen by healthcare 
organisations worldwide as a way to share information from a full 
range of diagnostic departments. 

VNAs will become as central to healthcare as the EPR, and 
cloud offers a chance to deliver such technology at pace. If done 
at a national scale across England, resulting economies could help 
ensure a robust and resilient, continuously up-to-date system. 
At a time when the face of healthcare is in a state of flux, cloud 
means the potential for responsive and future proof technology in 
the NHS, supporting accelerated adoption followed by a forward 
momentum of innovation.  

Collaboration and regional working is also intrinsically much 
easier to accomplish in a cloud environment by moving away from 
peer-to-peer networks. As the Image Exchange Portal has proven 
for hundreds of trusts, cloud can allow the rapid integration of dif-
ferent organisations’ information.

 This is about supporting all trusts, regardless of digital maturity, 
and removing complexity for local IT teams by paving the way for 
healthcare pathways where information really does follow the patient. 

Collaboration and regional working is also intrinsically much 
easier to accomplish in a cloud environment by moving away from 
peer-to-peer networks. As the Image Exchange Portal has proven 
for hundreds of trusts, cloud can allow the rapid integration of dif-
ferent organisations’ information. 

This is about supporting all trusts, regardless of digital maturity, 
and removing complexity for local IT teams by paving the way for 
healthcare pathways where information really does follow the patient. 
With such technology, enabling patient access is the next logical step.

By exploiting the cloud, a single imaging system is now accessible by healthcare 
professionals across the whole of Northern Ireland, allowing different disciplines to 
access a patient’s radiology record from almost any location.

“... A large scale private cloud could however be 
an answer for the NHS, allowing economies of 

scale across the country ...” 

“... Expecting individual IT departments across 
more than 200 trusts to be self-dependent for 

security is an unnecessary burden...”


