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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Electronic Health Records as the Backbone of Digital Health: Insights from 
Europe and Iran
Aynaz Nourani1,2

Dear Editor
The Iranian Electronic Health Record (SEPAS) was launched in 2007 as a national project to store health-related 
information on all Iranian citizens from before birth to after death in the Statistics and Information Technology Office 
of the Ministry of Health.[1] The main goal of this project was to move away from paper records and align with the 
growth of the global digital health system, and create a secure platform for sharing citizens’ health information when 
needed.[2] This sharing was defined primarily to help diagnose and treat patients and provide better care, and later for 
secondary uses such as education, research, policymaking, and disease and epidemic surveillance.[3] In general, the 
Iranian Electronic Health Record is theoretically in line with international standards. However, in terms of operation, 
despite the passage of 18 years since the project began and 99 percent of the country’s hospitals being connected to 
this system and data being transferred through provincial nodes to the ministry level, what has happened in reality is 
that this system has not been integrated into actual clinical processes.[2]

In fact, SEPAS is simply a system that collects statistical and financial data, as well as diagnostic and treatment 
codes for diseases, at a macro level and is used by the Ministry of Health to monitor epidemics and diseases, conduct 
financial analysis, and, in general, for secondary use.[1] The latest published documents and studies indicate that there 
is currently no prospect for the development of this system or its integration into diagnostic and treatment processes.[3] 
In contrast, European countries, especially Italy, the United Kingdom, Finland, Denmark, Norway, Germany, and 
France, after moving towards their national electronic health records, are seeking to standardize and share population 
health data in a large project called the European Health Data Space (EHDS).[4,5] This large health data ecosystem aims 
to create arteries for the secure transfer of health data between EU member states to facilitate data sharing for health 
tourism, improve the provision of health services across Europe, and use this data for secondary purposes.[6] It seems 
that the benefits of this data sharing will play a significant role in improving the health of European citizens.[7] On the 
other hand, the benefits of secondary uses can be directly and indirectly injected into the European health system.[8]

By comparing the characteristics of Iran’s electronic health record with other countries, especially EU member states, 
it can be noted that Iran has significant weaknesses in the platforms for collecting and flowing health data and in 
general its electronic health record system as the backbone of the digital health system, which can be considered a 
threat to the provision of quality health care and the growth of the health system in the coming years. Therefore, to 
create a digital ecosystem within the country’s health system, it is suggested that policymakers and managers in the 
field of statistics and information technology of the Ministry of Health, in cooperation with universities of medical 
sciences in the provinces of the country, take steps to redefine Iran’s electronic health record and integrate it with 
clinical processes and optimally use digital health data to grow education, research, and policymaking in the health 
sector.
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