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Digital or smart hospital? Though 
these are not new ideas, 
they represent significant 
untapped opportunities for 

NHS organisations around the country. 
Crucially, despite some overlap, the 
terms digital hospital and smart 
hospital are not synonymous.

Sitting down with Dr Benjamin Kanter, 
Vocera’s Chief Medical Information 
Officer, he explains: “Despite it’s 
known importance, people often 
overlook the fundamental role clinical 
communication systems play in turning 
a digital hospital into a smart one.

“Being digital – converting analogue 
processes into digital ones – does not by 
itself make a hospital ‘smart’.  A digital 
hospital simply means that there is 
digital infrastructure.

The role of clinical communication in a smart hospital



“Historically, the term digital 
hospital was often used 
to describe a paperless 
hospital. But hospitals aren’t 
paperless, and intrinsically 
there is nothing which says 
a digital system is better 
than an analogue one.

“If you have a fever, whether 
your temperature is 
measured via a digital or 
an analogue thermometer, 
you still have a fever. What 
makes a hospital smart is 
not digital infrastructure, 
rather it’s quick access 
to data accompanied by a 
rapid conversion of data to 
actionable information.”

Dr Kanter clarifies: 
“In healthcare, most 
communications are event-
driven and time-sensitive.  
An event has taken place 
that’s of sufficient clinical or 
operational significance that 
one or more people need to 
be notified.

“Shortening the response time to clinical issues often has 
life-saving implications, and the decision making involved 
requires situational awareness that is only achievable by 
linking a hospital’s technologies (aka healthcare’s Internet of 
Medical Things) to its people.”  The smartest hospitals do this 
extremely well.

What Dr Kanter suggests is that there is an opportunity for 
technology to play a role in speeding access to knowledge, 
but in order to do so it must connect to both analogue and 
digital components of a hospital’s workflows.
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A modern clinical communication and 
collaboration (CC&C) platform does exactly 
that, providing a way to connect the dots 
between human and digital systems.

“Smart hospitals integrate a CC&C platform 
with their digital infrastructure. That allows 
them to transport data quickly, which 
assists in the real time transformation of 
data into information. The same platform 
can then ensure that the information is 
delivered to those with the responsibility to 
act, addressing areas of both operational 
and clinical friction quickly and efficiently.

Healthcare is a business where minutes and 
seconds matter. As Dr Kanter points out, it is 
not just the clinical teams which benefit from 
a smarter, connected hospital design.

“A smart hospital thinks 
and responds faster.”

“From a hospital’s 
administrative 
perspective, minutes 
saved makes a difference.

“Take throughput as but 
one example. If room 
cleaning is delayed, then 
admissions are delayed.  
When admissions are 
delayed, patient care suffers.  
When patient care suffers, 
utilization of often scarce 
resources suffers as well.

“Thus, a good 
communications platform is 
important for both clinical 
and operational success.”
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On paper, installing a CC&C 
platform sounds brilliantly 
obvious, but there are 
considerations which have 
to be taken into account 
before implementation to 
ensure that it fits into a 
hospital system’s existing 
technological environment. 
As alluded to previously, 
a communication 
platform exists in part to 
interconnect the various 
digital and analogue 
pieces of a care delivery 
process so that they form a 
harmonious whole.

To do that effectively, it 
must connect into the 
existing tools and processes 
and be able to deliver 
actionable information to 
those accountable and 
responsible for responding.

First and foremost, Dr 
Kanter explains, leaders 
must understand how 
healthcare communication 
solutions meet the complex 
needs of contemporary 
hospitals.  The best 
platforms leverage 
advanced functionality 
rather than relying on 
historical communication 
tools such as pagers.

“It starts with an 
understanding of the 
key workflows for each 
member of the care team. 
There are many different 
roles, each with different 
responsibilities and 
communication needs.

“Among the more 
important considerations 
are those that focus on the 
expanding number of end-
user devices available for 
communication purposes. 
You can’t get the type of 
communications you need 
if you don’t have the right 
kind of device. And different 
roles need different 
devices; there’s an optimal 
tool for any role, which 
means that one device will 
not meet everyone’s needs 
equally or effectively.

The role of clinical communication in a smart hospital



“After a careful 
consideration of workflows, 
the next decisions should 
focus on the types of 
information that will be 
communicated and how 
this might vary from role to 
role. One example relates to 
the staff directory: what’s 
the most effective way for a 
communications directory 
to display not just names 
and contact information, but 
also present an individual’s 
presence or availability? 
The ‘presence’ states 
(available, not available, do 
not disturb, in clinic,…) need 
to be defined for different 
roles.  Another example: 
which alarms will flow to 
which roles?  How will those 
alarms be escalated if the 
intended recipient isn’t 
available or doesn’t read the 
message?
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“To be truly user-
friendly, a directory 
should allow staff 
to customize their 
communications 
preferences and then 
display them in an easily 
understood way: who 
wants to be reached by 
mobile phone, who via a 
call to an office, who via 
pager, etc.

“When a platform 
has both presence 
and communication 
preference information, 
we can begin to use 
customized rules 
to standardize and 
guarantee the delivery of 
time-sensitive information 
to the right person or 
role – or to escalate that 
information to others 
when the need arises.

Leveraging automation in 
this fashion, technology 
can ease communication 
burdens allowing staff 
more time to provide 
direct patient care.  
Positive outcomes like 
this are essential for 
successful adoption: staff 
must feel like there is a 
net advantage to using 
the system, a true ‘what’s 
in it for me’.



As Dr Kanter emphasizes: 
“Using technology to 
route alarms, alerts, and 
messages directly to staff 
members has multiple 
advantages over older 
manual approaches. But 
like any technology, there 
can be unanticipated 
adverse consequences.  
Care delivery needs to 
be timely and efficient 
but to accomplish that, 
communication systems 
shouldn’t overburden people 
with interruptions. Whether 
it’s termed alarm fatigue 
or interruption fatigue, 
system designers need to 
be very careful about which 
messages, which alarms 
are going to route directly to 
front-line staff.

“A very real tug of war exists 
between the need to deliver 
information quickly and the 
need to avoid interruptions 
at the point of care.

“Because there are 
numerous disparate 
systems generating 
alarms and alerts, routing 
information is not simply 
a matter of connecting 
devices to people.  
Members of a care team 
can be easily overwhelmed 
due to a flood of 
uncoordinated messages 
from these systems.

“Instead, the flow of 
information must 
be orchestrated.  
Communication systems 
require intelligence, some 
rules and logic that direct 
information traffic.”
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 “We call it 
intelligent 
management.



“At times, message routing logic 
may seem counterintuitive; 
a communication system 
exists to aid in the exchange of 
knowledge yet sometimes it’s 
just as important to know when 
not to send a message, when 
not to interrupt someone as it 
is to communicate with them.  
When a nurse is attending to a 
patient emergency, it may be 
wise to take that person out of 
the escalation path for routine 
messages and alarms.  A smart 
CC&C platform ‘knows’ that 
the nurse is attending to a high 
priority event and instead will 
route routine communications 
to whomever is in a backup 
or covering role, minimizing 
interruptions to those the midst 
of an ongoing emergency.

At the end of the day, information 
that isn’t effectively shared 
cannot be acted upon, to the 
detriment of both the patient 
and the organization.  A 
modern communication and 
collaboration platform is 
fundamental to transforming 
information into action in a 
timely manner, a key attribute of 
smart hospitals.

As Dr Kanter explains: “Smart 
hospitals leverage their digital 
infrastructure better than non-
smart hospitals, because they 
integrate their various clinical 
and operational systems with 
their communication platform.

“A healthcare organization 
may have the best analytics 
teams, generate all the 
information needed for clinical 
and administrative purposes, 
but without a CC&C platform to 
assist in the transmission of that 
knowledge, decision making, and 
actions will always be delayed.
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