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It seems wise to note at the outset that this report is not intended to make a recommendation with regard to the 3M Health Data Dictionary (3M HDD). It is also wise to note that the 3M HDD is a major component in a combined single vendor solution for clinical medical decision support, record keeping, maintenance and reporting. While it may be possible to purchase/license it separately and employ it as a component in a heterogeneous distributed computing network environment, it does not appear to be designed for such a use. As such, this report will necessarily focus on the role that the 3M HDD plays within the package in which it fits.

It is a set of databases that form the core of a healthcare application suite. When first encountered in early 2005 it represented a significant advance in commercially available compilations of existing controlled healthcare vocabularies because it indexed and cross-referenced UMLS, LOINC, NDC, CD9CM, DRG, APC, APDRG, APRDRG, CPT, HCPCS, CDT, SNOMED, HL7 as well as Commercial & DoD Interface Terminologies.

In the current version, this is applied to an Enterprise-wide Master Patient Index (EMPI), which can link several smaller organization level MPIs together. This software suite appears to be integral to a single overall architectural solution that parallels other efforts to “map” individual controlled vocabularies, and their associated datatypes, to each other or to a common intermediary vocabulary in a translation service of some sort. This, in turn, is designed to operate within a single overall clinical data repository. Thus, it appears to target major installations such as health plans and hospitals as part of an overall system aimed to provide a typical single-vendor solution to problems of semantic interoperability among vocabularies and code sets.
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The following diagram shows the architecture of the teminology system.
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As a system, the 3M HDD contains over 1.4 million active concepts, over 11 million representations,

and nearly 11 million relationships, so it must accommodate multiple data and file formats, and reveals a core assumption shared by many IT vendors, that large scale applications require large scale vendors with single vendor solutions.The advantages of matching the scale of a selected proposed solution to the scale of the economic unit for which a given system is designed have been thoroughly explored elsewhere. However, the recent FBI effort to have just such a large scale system built to order for its Virtual Case File system illustrates how this kind of scale matching may, in fact, be inappropriate.

It is also not the task at hand to assess the relative maturity of this proprietary system. However, it is worth noting that the GAO has a systematic approach to making such an assessment, and it would satisfy the need for diligence to make such an assessment to ensure that it is consistent or compatible with any existing legacy systems.

While the Powerpoint overview description of the 3M HDD indicates that it is intended to use a well defined metadata reference terminology for encoding, transforming, and translating data, it does not specify whether this reference is a tool developed by 3M in house or it is an external resource. A review of their White Paper appears to indicate that this is the 3M HDD itself. Because this is not clear, it is best to say nothing in regard to this practice except to say that it would be wise to find a reliable, trusted 3rd party evaluation, since time, scope and cost prohibit addressing that in this report.

At best, what can be said of this resource is that it requires a great deal more study and evaluation to form a fair opinion about its quality, reliability and utility. As has been noted many times and many venues, reliable medical decision support and documentation services have the potential to greatly improve the rate of successful treatments by reducing normal human errors, and, provided that the 3M HDD operates as intended, it will provide this kind of outcome based on the logical structure and functionalities of the system as described. However, it is impossible to assess the likelihood of this at this time based solely on the materials available from 3M, and the lack of time to research any existing implementations that might be available.

There is also an issue that is similarly unassessable and that is interoperability, semantic or otherwise, with existing systems, although the example used in the graphic above would seem to indicate that it has been tested with Defense Department systems. However, this is purely an assumption at this point, and should be checked before citing definitively.

While no conclusion is feasible at this point, one can conclude that on the basis of the supporting materials, the 3M HDD appears to provide a viable single vendor solution to individual enterprise systems. It is also not feasible at this time to evaluate how well this approach might function in a distributed computing environment of several heterogeneous systems.

