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Q&A for Healthcare Identifiers

Setting foundations for a safe, secure and effective e-health
system

The role of e-health is to provide those caring for a patient with access to the
right information, about the right person, in the right place, at the right time.

E-health is essentially about delivering safe, quality patient-centred healthcare
through the better management and sharing of health information, regardless
of where or when healthcare is provided.

Unfortunately, communication within, between and across the myriad of
private and government healthcare providers and systems has no single
method of accurately and reliably identifying either the people getting
healthcare, the healthcare providers or the organisations managing care.

Before Australia can create a national e-health capability it must ensure that
everyone in the process — the patients, the providers and the healthcare
organisations — is clearly and securely identified.

Australia’s peak body in the design and development of government e-health
initiatives is the National e-Health Transition Authority (NETHA). NEHTA is a
joint initiative of the national, state and territory governments tasked with
leading the design of e-health initiatives, including identifiers for individuals
and healthcare providers.



About Individual Healthcare Identifiers

What is an Individual Healthcare Identifier (IHI)?

An [HI is a unique 16 digit identifier that will be assigned to all Australian
residents and others accessing healthcare in Australia. Each number will
apply to only one person and will be used in health information records
alongside the person’s name and date of birth. It is a simple, yet robust,
indexing system.

Why introduce Healthcare Identifiers?

Communication of health information is a vital part of effective healthcare. The
accurate identification of individuals and healthcare providers is critical in all
health communication. Healthcare identifiers for individuals, providers and
healthcare organisations, will reduce the likelihood of medical mix-ups and
avoid information being assigned to the wrong patient or sent to the wrong
service.

Using an IHI will ensure that healthcare providers are able to clearly identify
the person they are treating. The IHIs will enable important health information
about a patient to be more readily and securely linked with other information
about that patient. This is particularly important for people who may have
many healthcare providers involved in their care.

Why not use the Medicare number?

A Medicare number is not unique. Some individuals are members of more
than one family and may be on multiple cards with multiple numbers. Also, not
everyone who needs healthcare will have a Medicare number.

How will it work?

Healthcare providers may include an IHI in a person’s health records, along
with name and current identifying information. If any healthcare information
needs to be provided to another healthcare provider, such as in a referral,
hospital discharge summary, pathology test or pharmacy prescription, the IHI
will provide clear identification of the patient, the referring provider and the
healthcare service or organisation receiving patient information.

The IHI will enable a person’s health information to be linked uniquely to
them, and continue to be linked, no matter how many different health care
providers they see and how many times they change address or other details.
This will improve the safety and efficiency of the care they receive.



Are IHIs needed to receive healthcare?

An [HI is not a requirement for accessing healthcare in Australia, although all
Australian residents who are enrolled in the Medicare system will
automatically be allocated a number. People who are not initially given an IHI
will be allocated a temporary IHI when they receive healthcare.

The IHI will not alter the way in which anonymous healthcare services are
currently provided. Nobody will be refused treatment if they do not have an
IHI.

What do people need to do to get an IHI?

People who are enrolled for Medicare will receive an IHI automatically. Those
not enrolled in Medicare will be provided a temporary IHI number when
attending a healthcare service. This temporary number can be validated
through the service operator (initially Medicare Australia) and will become that
individual's unique IHI. If a person already has a unique IHI number, then this
temporary number can be merged into their existing IHI.

When will IHIs be allocated?

IHIs will be available from mid 2010. In the lead-up to implementation
comprehensive testing will be conducted to ensure the legislation, processes
and security is fit for purpose.

How will the IHI improve healthcare communication?

There are four key areas where immediate benefits will be derived through the

use of IHIs:
Discharge summaries, i.e. patients’ ongoing care needs can be
effectively communicated to their healthcare provider/s when they
leave hospital.
Pathology Tests, i.e. patients’ will be accurately linked to their test
results and their care provider.
Prescriptions, i.e. pharmacists can clearly identify the range of
medications a patient may be receiving — allowing better monitoring for
possible contra medications, as well as safely filling electronically
lodged prescriptions.
Referrals, i.e. patient records and case history can be communicated
safely to and from the referring healthcare provider and the required
service or specialist.

What about the identification of doctors and clinics?

Authorised healthcare providers, healthcare centres and organisations will
also be provided with unique identifier numbers. These will provide enough
detail to clearly identify the individual provider, centre or organisation, include
the provider’s business contact details if requested, and also operational
information, such as the types of services provided.



About Protecting Privacy

Privacy is paramount in the development of legislation governing healthcare
identifiers. Where current laws are applicable they are maintained. Where
new laws are required they are being developed in the new legislation.

How will information be protected?

Specific Commonwealth legislation is being drafted to detail the governance,
privacy and approved uses for the Individual Healthcare Identifiers. As well
as this, access to the IHI and the limited information it contains, is protected
by state and national privacy laws. Penalties apply if any of these laws are
breached.

Who can access my IHI?

Access will be restricted to authorised healthcare providers or workers who
can only use it to accurately identify an individual or information that relates to
the individual. No other clinical or health related information is stored with the
IHI. The information will accessible through Medicare Australia, individuals will
be able to access their own IHI.

What can the IHI be used for?

The IHI is specifically designed to improve information management, both in
the storage, retrieval and transfer of patient information and in communication
across the health sector.

Who will store and look after IHI data?

Medicare Australia is to be the initial operator of the Healthcare Identifiers
Service. As a dedicated provider of health related services, Medicare has the
national infrastructure, processes and industry and community relationships
needed to securely deliver and maintain the Healthcare Identifiers.

The Healthcare Identifier Service will be a separate and new Medicare
business, not linked to its funding or claims for payment functions.

As a statutory agency Medicare Australia will be governed by national
legislation that prescribes the scope of the functions it will perform and the
privacy and security it must maintain.



About the Healthcare Identifier Consultations

Why are consultations on privacy being held?

Consultations with key healthcare and consumer stakeholders will contribute
to making the legislation robust and effective — balancing the privacy of
personal information with the healthcare benefits that can be gained through
better sharing of health information.

How can | contribute to the discussion on healthcare identifier
legislation?

People wanting to view and or comment on the discussion paper can do so at
www.health.gov.au/ehealth/consultation (TBC)

Where can | find out more about IHIs and the National e-Health agenda?
The National e-Health Transition Authority (NETHA) maintains a
comprehensive website. You can get more information by visiting
www.netha.gov.au .
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