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AbstrAct

While healthcare is the biggest service industry on 
the globe, it has yet to realize the full potential of 
the e-business revolution in the form of e-health. 
This is due to many reasons, including the fact 
that the healthcare industry is faced with many 
complex challenges in trying to deliver cost-ef-
fective, high-value, accessible healthcare and has 
traditionally been slow to embrace new business 
techniques and technologies.  Given that e-health 
to a great extent is a macro-level concern that has 
far reaching micro-level implications, this chapter 
first develops a framework to assess a country’s 
preparedness with respect to embracing e-health 
(i.e., the application of e-commerce to healthcare) 
and from this, an e-health preparedness grid to 
facilitate the assessment of any e-health initiative. 
Taken together, the integrative framework and 
preparedness grid provide useful and necessary 

tools to enable successful e-health initiatives to 
ensue by helping country and/or organization 
within a country to identify and thus address 
areas that require further attention in order for it 
to undertake a successful e-health initiative.

IntroductIon

Technology has the potential to help solve many of 
the problems faced by developed and developing 
countries alike; from improving healthcare deliv-
ery to opening up commerce opportunities. The 
number of nations offering e-commerce solutions 
is increasing every year, and consequently the 
number of workplaces that have Internet connec-
tion for business activities has been rapidly grow-
ing worldwide. Table 1 provides three estimates of 
e-commerce forecasts. These projections clearly 
highlight the important role of e-commerce on 
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the global economy. However, as the Secretary 
General of the United Nations notes in his for-
ward to the e-commerce and development report 
(UNCTAD, 2002), “knowing that an instrument 
is powerful is not enough to ensure that it will be 
put to the best use. We need to understand how 
it works, and how and when it should be used … 
and maximize its power.” 

Within the umbrella of e-commerce, one area, 
e-health, has yet to reach its full potential in many 
developed countries, let alone developing coun-
tries. Each country is positioned differently and 
has varying potential and preparedness regarding 
embracing e-commerce technologies generally 
and e-health in particular. Given the macro-level 
nature of many issues pertaining to the develop-
ment of e-health (Alvarez, 2002), in order to be 
more effective in their e-health initiatives, it is 
important for countries to assess their potential, 
identify their relative strengths and weaknesses, 
and thereby develop strategies and policies to 
address these issues to effectively formulate and 
implement appropriate e-health initiatives. To do 
this effectively, it is valuable to have an integra-
tive framework that enables the assessment of a 
country’s e-health preparedness. This chapter 
proposes to develop such a framework that can 
be applied to various countries throughout the 
globe and from this to generate an e-health pre-
paredness grid. In so doing, we hope to facilitate 
better understanding of e-health initiatives and 
thus maximize their power. 

e-HeAltH

Reducing healthcare expenditure as well as of-
fering quality healthcare treatment is becoming 
a priority globally. Technology and automation 
have the potential to reduce these costs (Institute 
of Medicine, 2001; Wickramasinghe, 2000), thus, 
e-health, which essentially involves the adop-
tion and adaptation of e-commerce technologies 
throughout the healthcare industry (Eysenbach, 
2001), appears to be a powerful force of change 
for the healthcare industry worldwide. 

Healthcare has been shaped by each nation’s 
own set of cultures, traditions, payment mecha-
nisms, and patient expectations. Therefore, when 
looking at health systems throughout the world, it 
is useful to position them on a continuum ranging 
from high government involvement (i.e., a public 
healthcare system) at one extreme, to little govern-
ment involvement (i.e., private healthcare system) 
at the other extreme, with many variations of a 
mix of private–public in between. However, given 
the common problem of exponentially increasing 
costs facing healthcare globally, irrespective of 
the particular health system one examines, the 
future of the healthcare industry will be partially 
shaped by commonalties such as the universal 
issue of escalating costs and the common forces 
of change including a) empowered consumers, b) 
e-health adoption and adaptability, and c) shift to 
focus on the practice of preventative versus cure 
driven medicine, as well as four key implications, 

Source �000 �00� �00� �00� �00� �00� �00� 

Forester   2,293.50 3,878.80 6,201.10 9,240.60 12,837.30 

IDC 354.90 615.30    4,600.00  

Emarketer 

(B�B only) 

278.19 474.32 823.48 1,208.57 2,367.47   

Table 1. Worldwide e-commerce estimates and forecasts (in billion $) (Source: From United Nations 
Conference on Trade and Development, 2002. Available online from http://r0.unctad.org)
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