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By Neil Versel

June 10, 2008 | WASHINGTON—In the realm of health IT, Wal-
Mart Stores is aiming far beyond its participation in the Dossia 
personal health records (PHR) project. The Bentonville, Ark., 
retail behemoth seeks to become a catalyst for interoperability by 
paying attention to customer convenience.

Wal-Mart already has made clear its intent to open 400 in-store 
health clinics by 2010, up from the current 70. “These clinics are 
like Trojan horses,” John Agwunobi, president of Wal-Mart health 
and wellness business unit, said here Monday in a keynote address 
to the midyear Healthcare Information and Management Systems 
Society (HIMSS) Summit.

He said an electronic health record (EHR) not only will link all 
400 clinics, it will serve as a main source of data for the Dossia 
PHR for Wal-Mart’s 2 million U.S. employees. “More 
importantly, our vision is that your electronic health record will 
connect electronically with your own medical home,” Agwunobi 
said at this small, focused meeting that is the polar opposite of the 
mammoth wintertime HIMSS annual conference.

According to Agwunobi, 55 percent of patients who visit Wal-
Mart clinics lack health insurance. “This interaction with our clinic 
is how they find medical homes,” he said.

Above all, health care must engage consumers, said Agwunobi, a 
pediatrician who is a former assistant secretary in the Department 
of Health and Human Services and an admiral in the U.S. Public 
Health Service Commissioned Corps. “We think we can do that 
with the personal health record,” he said.

Multip
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Wal-Mart’s goal is to provide a “robust” PHR to its U.S. 
workforce employees by 2010. “Our goal is also to make those 2 
million associates advocates for PHRs.”

Agwunobi argued that so many people in health IT focus on one 
piece of technology in isolation and lose sight of larger goals. “So 
few people really have a clear picture of what we’re trying to get 
to,” he said.

He suggested that health IT professionals should understand that 
they are doing more than simply installing an EHR, e-prescribing, 
or back-office management system. “The true power is what it 
looks like 20 years from now, five, 10, 20 iterations later,” 
Agwunobi said.

And the conversation needs to include all stakeholders in health 
care, not just health IT insiders. “One of the barriers is that we talk 
amongst ourselves,” he told the HIMSS gathering. “I learned from 
retail that the most important person is the customer, the patient.”

Agwunobi said he knew health care had some problems, but had 
no idea how badly the system was broken until he took the Wal-
Mart job last September and saw how efficient a major retail 
operation could be.

“Retail has gone through a transformation that is beginning to 
happen in health and health care,” Agwunobi said. For example, 
bar coding, which has been around for about 35 years, is pretty 
much the norm in retail environments. But the same technology is 
in limited use for tracking medications and supplies in hospitals 
even today.

“Success or failure is dependent upon whether you keep up with 
your customers or fall behind. Health care fell behind,” Agwunobi 
said.

“The bottom line is we think this notion of the personal health 
record is about the customer,” Agwunobi said, and that the 
customer will come to realize this. “When we give it to her, we 
will find that she is a better owner than we have ever been.”

______________________

Sign up for a free subscription to Digital HealthCare & 
Productivity.
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White Papers & Special Reports
 

 

Next-Generation Technologies 
Revolutionizing Oncology and 
Diagnostics 

underwritten by Definiens

This “Briefing On” collection of Bio-IT World features, 
commentaries and analysis, presents some of the latest thinking 
on high-throughput technologies that are being applied to the 
fields of research and drug discovery, with particular emphasis on 
oncology, diagnostics and imaging technologies. Download now 
at no charge compliments of the underwriting sponsor, Definiens. 
Download This Free Paper

 
 

This Bio•IT World Briefing On “Next-Generation 
Sequencing,” underwritten by GenomeQuest, 
Inc.,  
presents a selection of feature stories, interviews,commentaries, 
conference reports, and editorials on the emergence, 
opportunities, and challenges posed by high-throughput 
sequencing. Covered in this collection: the launch of new 
platforms from Applied Biosystems and Helicos; new 
applications of nextgen sequencing; the rise of personal 
genomics; and informatics solutions to vexing problem of 
managing the vast volumes of next-gen data.  Download now 
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sgi_hybrid

genologics 2 translational

SGI's Meeting Today’s Computational Needs for 
Science 

The quest to better understand disease mechanisms and find new 
treatments is driven by new laboratory technologies and ever-
more sophisticated modeling and simulation efforts. As such, life 
sciences R&D investigations increasingly are relying on more 
powerful computing resources. The challenge is how to 
accommodate the broad mix of applications. 
 
Addressing this issue, this paper produced by the Bio-IT World 
Custom Publishing Group discusses a new SGI Hybrid 
Computing Environment approach. It optimally uses shared 
memory systems, multi-processor clusters, and FPGAs to 
accelerate computational workflows. Download This Free Paper 
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GenoLogics 
Enabling Translational Research 
Informatics 
 
What are the challenges facing life sciences research labs today in 
terms of managing their data and facilitating their translational 
research vision? What are the trends we are seeing for 
organizations to adopt informatics solutions to solve these 
challenges and accelerate their research outcomes? Learn about 
life sciences research groups that are successfully adopting a 
common informatics solution to enable their systems biology and 
translational research initiatives. 
 
Download Now
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Job Openings
 

Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center: IT Business 
Analyst III 
The Hutchinson Center is the only National Cancer Institute-
designated comprehensive cancer center in the Pacific Northwest. 
Through our Tumor Research Initiative, we are finding new ways 
to detect tumors at an early stage.  We are presently seeking an 
experienced IT Business Analyst to assess technology needs for 
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the Tumor Research Initiative, and to identify and design 
improvements to computer based systems.  For more information 
please visit www.fhcrc.org and search for Job# AD-21465

Friedrich Miescher Institute for Biomedical Research - Part of 
the Novartis Research Foundation  
Basel, Switzerland is looking for a Head of IT Systems & 
Infrastructure. You will manage a cutting-edge core server and 
network infrastructure, comprising Linux and Solaris, as well as a 
robust Windows and Macintosh environment. We look forward to 
receiving your application: human.resources@fmi.ch. click for 
more information 
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