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• Overview

The Division of Clinical Informatics (formerly 
Clinical Computing), created over 30 years 
ago by Drs. Howard Bleich and Warner Slack, 
was among the first academic divisions in the 
world to concentrate on the use of comput-
ers for patient care, teaching, and medical 
research. The goals of the Division have been 
to improve the quality and reduce the cost of 
medical care, to enhance the quality of medical 
education, to improve the relationship between 
doctor and patient, and to explore innovative 
approaches to research through computing.

Beginning in 1976 the faculty and staff of the 
Division designed, developed, implemented and 
studied hospital-wide, integrated computing 
systems for doctors, other clinicians, and stu-
dents that would give the results of diagnostic 
studies immediately upon request; offer access 
to the biomedical literature with PaperChase 
(the first program of its kind, which in turn 
gave rise to a new field of literature searching 
and spawned numerous derivative programs); 
offer advice, consultation, alerts and remind-
ers; assist with communication by electronic 
mail (with the Division’s home-grown system, 
which was the first e-mail to be installed in 
a clinical facility); assist with order entry; and 
assist in the day-to-day practice of medicine, 
both for inpatient and ambulatory care.

 • Clinical Activities

A distinguishing feature of the clinical com-
puting systems developed and studied in 
the Division has been the intensity and 
extensiveness of their voluntary use (thou-
sands of times each day), thus contributing 
in numerous important ways to the prac-
tice and teaching of clinical medicine. 

The Online Medical Record (OMR) for ambula-
tory care was developed by Dr. Charles Safran 
together with Drs. David Rind and Daniel 
Sands, and transformed to a Web-based sys-
tem (WebOMR), which is used by over 1000 
clinicians in more than 100 practices to docu-
ment and track the processes of medical care. 

• Educational Programs

Dr. Safran directs the fellowship program that 
is part of the Harvard / HST Medical Informatics 
Training program funded by the National 
Library of Medicine. In addition, Dr. Stan 
Finkelstein leads the newly formed combined 
MD/MBA program at Harvard University. Drs. 
Finkelstein and Safran teach a new course at 
HMS, “Medical Management” for 3rd year 
medical students. Dr. Slack, together with Drs. 
Howard Hiatt, Donald Berwick, and David 
Blumenthal, teaches a course for Harvard 
College undergraduates, “The Quality of 
Health Care in America.” Dr. Steven Locke is 
the founding course director for HST.921, a 
graduate elective in the Harvard-MIT Division 
of Health Sciences and Technology (HST). 

• Research Activities

Under the direction of Dr. Safran, the division 
has been awarded research contracts by the 
government of Dubai to use informatics to 
improve the care of diabetic patients, includ-
ing Internet-based electronic charting methods, 
real-time quality and performance measure-
ments, and tailored patient portals that will help 
physicians and nurses efficiently manage popu-
lations as opposed to one patient at a time.

Dr. Warner Slack has been supported by the 
National Library of Medicine to help patients 
and their doctors, working together, to 
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improve the quality of medical care in their 
homes. Interactive interviews distributed over 
the Internet obtain medical histories and 
offer health-related information and sug-
gestions. A randomized, controlled clinical 
trial of this approach is planned in 2008-9.

Dr. Henry Feldman has been researching the 
patient-centered design of PatientSite, the 
personal health record serving 40,000 BIDMC 
patients. Along with Drs. Shane Reti and Safran, 
he has been designing software methods to link 
clinical performance with continuing education.

Dr. James Carter has been developing an inter-
active multimedia program for the behavioral 
treatment of depression on long-duration 
space flights. A randomized, controlled clinical 
trial of this approach is planned in 2008-9.

Dr. Alexa McCray is funded by the Boston area 
Autism Consortium to conduct research leading 
to methods for the integration and dissemina-
tion of the results of autism research through 
the use of advanced informatics technologies. 

Dr. Jim Gray’s research is focused on advancing 
the integration of evolving information technol-
ogies into the practice and evaluation of new-
born care. His current work includes the devel-
opment of new approaches for evaluating the 
impact of neonatal intensive care technologies. 

Dr. Meghan Dierks’ research is focused 
on Systems Engineering/Human Factors 
Engineering and applied human performance 
in high-risk settings such as the Intensive 
Care Unit and Operating Room.

Dr. Larry Nathanson continues to research and 
develop the “ED Dashboard,” the information 
system used in the Emergency Department 
at BIDMC. 

Dr. Safran has been funded by the Center for 
Disease Control and Prevention to support 
the Informatics Strategy related to Disaster 
Preparedness and Countermeasure Response to 
address epidemiological problems, such as those 
with Pandemic Influenza. His work involves 
overseeing large-scale initiatives that relate to 
bio-surveillance and public health readiness.

Drs. John Halamka and McCray participate in 
the informatics component of the recently 
awarded Clinical and Translational Science 
Center at Harvard.

Research Funding • AY’07

Federal Direct 915,912
Federal Indirect 378,367

Other Direct 47,454
Other Indirect 7,545
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