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Introduction

The U.S. health system is an ever-evolving landscape
comprised of many different strategic players such

as healthcare professionals, hospitals, insurance
companies, pharmacy benefit managers (PBMs),
pharmaceutical companies, and the federal govern-
ment. The World Health Organization (WHO) defines
a health system, comprised of both public and private
entities, as “organizations, people, and actions whose
primary intent is to promote, restore, or maintain
health.” Large companies that continue to add
healthcare-related products and ventures to their

list of services include technology companies, such

as Amazon and Apple, and corporations including
CVS Health and Walgreens. In the U.S., a significant
amount of money is spent on healthcare annually -
approximately $4.5 trillion, or 17% of the gross domestic
product (GDP)." The lucrative potential of the U.S. health
system, combined with the glaring healthcare gaps
exposed by the COVID-19 pandemic and the need for
more advanced technological infrastructure, have
resulted in an increase in large corporations playing
enhanced roles in the health system.

Technology Companies in the Health System

Microsoft, Apple, Google, and Amazon have entered
the healthcare sector by offering their data and analytic
services, and have developed cutting-edge digital
health technologies (DHTs). The COVID-19 pandemic
highlighted the health system’s increasing reliance

on digital services through the rise in digital health
appointments and widespread use of technology in
handling health information. Technology companies
recognized an opportunity to utilize their digital tech-
nologies in an endless number of areas such as primary
care, pharmacy, artificial intelligence (AI) platforms,
electronic health records (EHR), and health data
storage. For example, Microsoft has focused efforts

ClinicalResearchStrategies.com

on the healthcare cloud by introducing Microsoft

Cloud for Healthcare in 2020, a service that promotes
interoperability between many different platforms used
in health systems such as Microsoft suites, Teams, and
other third-party platforms.2 In 2023, Microsoft also
released Microsoft Fabric, an analytics platform that
unites data from many different sources such as EHRs,
Picture Archiving and Communication Systems (PACS),
laboratories, and medical devices to improve integra-
tion of healthcare data.?

Meanwhile, Apple, has been aiming its efforts towards
developing DHTs and wearable devices, like the Apple
Watch, that can be utilized not only for personal use
but also as clinical tools to monitor patients remotely
in medical practices or in clinical research.* The Apple
Watch offers health-related features such as the ability
to monitor heart rates and abnormal heart rhythms,
and detect falls.® The Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) acknowledges the increase in DHT development
with the establishment of several DHT programs

and committees dedicated to facilitating interactions
between the agency and DHT stakeholders.®

Google has invested billions of dollars into healthcare
ventures such as the acquisition of Fitbit, a wearable
device that provides health information, for $2.1 billion
in 2019, the creation of a healthcare division called
DeepMind dedicated to developing Al technology in
2014, and the development of health data storage
services called Google Cloud.”® Google, especially, is
capitalizing on its Al expertise to develop algorithms
that can provide clinical insights based on EHRs and
health data. In 2023, Google announced the formation
of Med-PalLM, a large language model that is designed
to answer healthcare-related questions by utilizing AL®

Similarly, Amazon is another powerful technology
company making its mark in healthcare areas such as
data storage, Al technology, and pharmacy. Amazon
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Web Services (AWS) is one of the world’s leading cloud
services that plays a significant role in healthcare
digitization and is frequently expanding its services.

In 2023, Amazon rolled out AWS HealthScribe, a
program that utilizes Al and speech recognition tech-
nology to assist clinicians with clinical documentation
during patient visits.'” In the pharmacy realm, Amazon
has expanded its influence with the acquisition of
PillPack, an online pharmacy service for $750 million,
as well as the launch of Amazon Pharmacy in 2020.
Amazon'’s foray into pharmacy creates competition

to existing large retail pharmacy chains and PBMs."
Over the last several years, technology companies
have rapidly increased their presence in the healthcare
field through their innovative technologies and data
services. By offering data infrastructure services to
providers and hospital systems, many technology
companies have gained access to health data from
many different healthcare facilities. The technology
companies utilize Al technology and algorithms to
provide insights into healthcare data as well as develop
DHT and medical products.

Large Corporations in the Health System

In addition to technology companies staking their
claims in the healthcare industry, other large corporate
entities are pursuing opportunities in the health system
by securing health insurance companies, primary care
practices, and organizations that provide medical
services. Medicare, the federal health insurance for
Americans aged 65 years or older, has experienced
increasing privatization over the years. More than half
of the Center of Medicare and Medicaid’s (CMS)

60 million beneficiaries are covered under the Medicare
Advantage Program, a branch of Medicare in which the
federal government pays insurance companies approxi-
mately $400 billion annually to provide benefits.'>'
Large corporations have taken notice of the significant
monetary potential in providing healthcare insurance
as well as the opportunity to expand access to medical
services across the country.

CVS Health, Amazon, Walgreens, and UnitedHealth have
conducted multi-billion dollar purchases of various
health insurance and primary care provider (PCP)
organizations over the past decades. CVS Health is an
enormous corporation that leverages health insurance,
retail and specialty pharmacies, and urgent care
services. In 2007, CVS Health acquired Caremark, the
country’s leading PBM organization, which gave CVS
Health greater influence over drug prices and the
insurance coverage of millions of patients.™ In 2018,
CVS Health purchased Aetna, a major health insurer,

in a $69 billion purchase that marked the biggest
healthcare merger in U.S. history and allowed the
company to become one of the most powerful players
in health insurance.” In addition to CVS Health’s
expansion of more than 9,000 CVS retail pharmacies
across the country, CVS Health established MinuteClinic,
a retail clinic that provides specific medical services,
across 1,000 locations in the country.'® The company
has made many recent acquisitions that reveal their
goal to broaden their provider services such as their

$8 billion purchase in 2022 of Signify, a home healthcare
company, that added more than 10,000 providers to the
CVS Health network of providers.’” In 2023, the company
made a $10.6 billion purchase of Oak Street Health,

a primary care organization that treats Medicare
Advantage patients. The Oak Street Health acquisition
added 170 clinics nationwide to CVS Health’s growing
list of clinics.®

Similarly to CVS Health, Amazon has made significant
moves to expand its medical services. In 2022, Amazon
bought primary care provider, One Medical, in a

$3.9 billion deal. The One Medical purchase gave
Amazon ownership of more than 200 medical offices
and access to approximately 815,000 patients.™ Other
companies such as Walgreens and United Health have
also participated in purchasing medical services organi-
zations. In 2022, Walgreens’ $330 million acquisition
of CareCentrix, a post-acute and home care company,
gave the company access to 19 million patients at over
7,400 locations.?® UnitedHealth, a nationwide provider
of medical care benefits under Optum, has acquired
several home-based medical service organizations
such as the LHC Group for $5.4 billion and Amedisys
for $3.3 billion.?"

Concern over Antitrust Law Violations

The ownership of the vast majority of the pharmacy,
health insurance, and provider networks in the U.S. by a
few corporations can potentially lead to increased drug
prices and healthcare service costs due to decreased
competition. Industry leaders and politicians have
raised their concerns to the Federal Trade Commission
(FTC) regarding potential antitrust law violations by
corporations and rising drug prices. In 2023, US Senator
Elizabeth Warren wrote a letter to the FTC urging them
to assess whether recent billion-dollar acquisitions have
violated antitrust laws and stated, “In particular, I fear
that the acquisition of thousands of independent providers
by a few massive health care mega-conglomerates could
reduce competition on a local or national basis, hurting
patients and increasing health care costs.”?
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CONCLUSION

Overall, the U.S. health system has been
significantly impacted by the entrance

of multiple large corporate entities whose
aim is to revolutionize the use of technology
in the health system and expand healthcare
access across the country. Powerful
technology companies such as Microsoft,
Apple, Amazon, and Google have demon-
strated their interest in utilizing cutting-
edge technologies to enhance healthcare
data storage, data-driven analytics, DHTSs,
and Al applications. Simultaneously, many
large public companies have poured billions
of dollars into acquiring health insurances
and PCP organizations, thereby affecting
access to healthcare and the costs of
medical services and medications for
millions of U.S. patients.
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performance and provide a successful clinical research develop-
ment plan and strategy. Our advisors have been everywhere -
clinical research organizations, life science start-ups, medical
device companies, and large pharma.
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