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Patient care within both acute and continuing care settings uses increasingly sophisticated instrumentation for the 
monitoring, treatment and sometimes control of therapy.  An enormous amount of information, such as the 
medical instrumentation data and the medical personnel observations regarding the patient, is being generated at 
the point of patient care.  In practice, relevant information is not always being captured, integrated and 
consequently processed in order to achieve a better understanding of the condition of the patient.  Where device 
data has been integrated, improvements in patient care and cost savings have been identified (Norrie P. Nurses 
time management in intensive care. Nursing in Critical Care 1997, 2(3): 121-5; Sims AJ et.al. An architecture 
for the automatic acquisition of vital signs by clinical information systems.  IEEE transactions on 
information technology in biomedicine. 2000, 4(1) 74-75).  The IEEE (Institute of Electrical and Electronic 
Engineers, USA) first started developing a standard in this area, called the Medical Information Bus, in 1984.   

Major manufacturers have developed their own proprietary solutions.  These non-open-standard solutions have 
not gained general acceptability, are rarely used by customers and have failed to satisfy the main user 
requirements of the medical information bus.  Other, often incompatible, standards have been developed for 
specialised applications, and some of these have been widely adopted.   

Since 1993 a set of open CEN (European) Standards, for Point-of-care Device Communication has been created 
(ratified 1999) to provide the ability to connect devices to each other freely and to exchange data between them.  
These standards worked to complement those of the IEEE, not be competitive.  In 2000 it was agreed that CEN, 
ISO and IEEE would jointly migrate and publish this work in a single set of standards, designated 11073, for 
point-of-care device communication under the general leadership of IEEE.  In 2003 the IEEE approved the core 
standards - the domain information model, the common nomenclature, the basic communications profiles and two 
defining the underlying transport arrangements.  In early 2004 approval of these five 11073 standards within 
CEN and ISO was achieved, with more already in the balloting process.    
Alongside the core standards application profiles have been defined for specific types of device, such as 
dialysers, ventilators, monitors and infusion pumps.    
Additionally, an ANSI-NCCLS standard for point-of-care analytical devices was initiated and developed by a 
joint diagnostic industry consortium.  Known as POCT1, it is already in use by a number of major manufacturers. 
Its architecture combines HL7 V.2.5 and ISO/IEEE 11073 elements.    
Work is now well underway on a general ‘Gateway’ standard that will enable communication of device-level 
data directly into HL7-fed medical records; this providing the essential link between the measuring process and 
the long-term health record itself. 

All major manufacturers have prototype devices using these open Point-of-care Device Communication 
standards, but are reluctant to make further investment until user demand recovers.  Both USA and UK 
governments have specified that ISO/IEEE11073 shall be used for device communication.  User groups have 
begun to request conformance when purchasing; only then shall we see plug and play medical device 
communications, and consequent improvements in practice and safety, as the norm rather than the rarity.  In the 
meantime, if entry into the difficult point-of-care medical device sector is one of your goals then consider the 
potential benefits of using ISO/IEEE11073 communication as one of the facilitators. 
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