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Introduction 

The U.S. healthcare provider information technology (IT) market has experienced extreme growth 

and change since the introduction of accountable and value-based care, following the passage of the 

Affordable Care Act of 2010. As providers seek to optimize their operations under value-based care 

business models, the need to rationalize storage for medical images and accommodate the growing 

variety and volume of unstructured content being created in new, network-based healthcare 

organizations (HCOs) has become acute. The growing need for management of unstructured content 

to support integrated care — whether the requirements are for traditional archives or real-time access 

repositories, or a combination of these capabilities — has led to increased adoption of vendor-neutral 

archives (VNAs) to manage medical images and associated data as well as a second generation of 

more patient-centric technology, the application-independent clinical archive (AICA). 

AICA Evolving to Meet Business Needs 

The next generation of vendor-neutral archive technologies, AICA, has evolved as a strategy to 

support healthcare organizations (HCOs) moving to integrated care. AICA will support the needs of 

existing VNA users and systems while offering healthcare providers additional capabilities to address 

the challenges posed by the exponential growth of unstructured healthcare data and the deepening 

need for population health management (PHM) and the patient-centered medical home (PCMH) in 

new business models. The patient-centric AICA replaces the PACS-tethered VNA with a solution that 

meets the needs for new and integrated workflows and business models based on collaboration and 

evidence-based decision making in today's health systems. 

In today's health system, unstructured content archiving is a vital tool to support: 

 IT integration and data migration during merger and acquisition activities, as well as during 

clinical application migrations and replacements, and legacy application retirement 

 Physician mobility within the HCO and the broader network in the community, making imaging 

and other unstructured data available anywhere and anytime clinical decision making and care 

delivery are happening 

 Improve IT agility and drive storage efficiencies allowing IT to better meet the demands of clinical 

and business stakeholders and reduce time to market with new functionality by making data 

readily available 
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 Enhance patient and provider satisfaction by facilitating the transfer of data when patients move 

between care settings and providers, within the health system and the broader care community 

 Evolving enterprise data management strategies focused on managing and protecting data 

across generations of infrastructure upgrades and transitions as the IT landscape evolves. 

Buyer Decision Making about VNA and AICA 

Investment decisions about VNA and AICA are confusing, and it's hard for buyers to get the right 

balance of functionality for today while preparing for tomorrow's business needs.  Additionally, it is 

difficult to classify the many solutions and to separate the platform capability from the image archiving 

capability in many supplier offerings. Buyers need to consider not only the platform — whether it is 

VNA or AICA — and its fit to their current business needs but also the agility and scalability when it 

comes to meeting the demand of future business model changes. Many buyers with existing 

relationships with PACS or storage vendors will find offerings from these vendors appealing and 

lower cost when compared with independent vendors' solutions. In cases where these solutions meet 

business needs and offer more interoperability with an existing set of proprietary products, they 

should be considered. 

However, in the long run, the cost of migrating existing image archives to the platform will be 

significant, and buyers should evaluate platforms that support long-term business needs against 

those that offer cost or time-to-implement advantages in the short term, accordingly. In addition to 

supporting a vendor-agnostic approach, the AICA enables enterprise organizations to move from 

closed proprietary systems to open systems. Providers need to understand their need for platform 

and/or specific workload and workflow capabilities when making VNA and AICA platform purchasing 

decisions. 

As accountable care initiatives advance, the ability to unite both structured and unstructured data 

from across the organization on a single platform, to make information available to more providers for 

sharing, and to perform analytics and rationalize storage will be important success factors. 

Conclusion 

With the advent of integrated care business models, unstructured data volumes are exploding, and 

healthcare organizations need to create workflows around connecting unstructured data to 

stakeholders and the point of care, wherever that may be. Designing workflows properly will allow 

health systems to meet the demand of integrated care, across their ever-expanding networks.  Strong 

strategies for managing unstructured content will also support agility, organic growth, mergers and 

acquisitions, which are common in the current environment. Within growing, changing networks, 

physicians are also increasingly mobile, and their data needs must be supported to ensure 

productivity.  Provider IT organizations need to partner with clinical departments to make data 

available to support business relationships, new and old, inside the health system and the 

community. At the same time, strong unstructured content strategies will also help to build in agility to 

meet the needs of current and future business models while driving IT efficiency. 
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