
Alain Coheur, Director of European and International Affairs at the Belgian socialist mutual insurance company 
Solidaris, drew up an opinion for the European Economic and Social Committee on the impact of the digital 
revolution on health systems, which was approved in September

INTERVIEW WITH A MEMBER

How do you view the major changes brought about by digitalisation 
in the health sector?

ALAIN COHEUR — Generally speaking, I would say right from the outset 
that, just like in every other aspect of our lives, digitalisation is irreversible. 
There is no going back, and it will actually speed up. Society, and our 
bodies, will become increasingly connected. For example, we have been 
talking about telemedicine for fifteen years, but now the technologies that 
the industry is able to develop are becoming more widespread.

All hospitals are able to access them. Remote consultations could help 
regions overcome their isolation...

There is also much talk about electronic health 
records. To take one example, these should make it 
possible to reduce medical errors that arise due to 
poorly legible documents, as it can sometimes be 
difficult to make out what a doctor has written on a 
prescription. They should also make administration 
easier, speed up reimbursements, and improve how 
chronic diseases are monitored. There are a great 
deal of developments that are not only possible, 
but also desirable.

So there are benefits, but also risks...

ALAIN COHEUR — The main danger is giving 
individuals too much responsibility. We are 
increasingly going to expect people to be in charge of their own health. 
And we are not all equal, for reasons linked to our finances, our cognitive 
abilities and our access to information. Many health programmes will not be 
affordable for everyone – all the more so as it will take some time to decide 
what is and is not reimbursed. And then there are the current inequalities 
in terms of access to digital technology, which are far from being resolved. 
There are also risks that we cannot tackle individually.

The food industry’s products can risk harming our cardiovascular health or 
causing obesity, cancer etc. So I cannot be personally responsible for the 
fact that the food that I eat has been treated with glyphosate.

A whole range of actors have a direct effect on people’s health through 
their environment. Making individuals bear the burden of responsibility for 
their health exonerates all these other actors from their responsibility. This 
is one of the major risks. The other main danger is that predictive medicine 
– which we are heading towards – might have further ramifications. A 
DNA reading from a simple blood test can show if we carry cancer genes 
long before the illness itself appears. And private insurance providers will 
be tempted to draw up highly individualised risk profiles – and possibly 
highly individualised premiums as well. Previously, collective models have 
been based on the fact that we cannot predict risks to our health. But once 
everything is broken down individually, the system of mutual insurance 
companies, which is prevalent throughout Europe, is in danger.

Big data is also taking us towards a situation where if I post on 
Facebook that I really love pizza, my insurance company might buy 
that information, monitor my cholesterol and resell this data to my 
bank, which will raise my mortgage rate…

ALAIN COHEUR — That would be an undesirable ramification. If we 
want to avoid getting to that point, we have to put in place the right legal 
measures at European level. In particular, our health data has to remain 
our own property and must only be used with our consent, and in the 
interests of our health. And I mean informed consent, not ticking a box at 
the bottom of a document. This data is very sensitive. Doctors and all actors 

must be trained and made aware of how to protect 
this information. But there are real risks, not least 
due to the glaring lack of awareness of what can 
be done with this data, that the fundamental right 
to own one’s own data is not guaranteed, and that 
this is at the heart of the business model of major 
US and Chinese platforms. The conditions to prevent 
these kinds of ramifications have not yet been met. 
The good news is that it is not too late. But it is high 
time to act.

What role can mutual insurance companies play 
in this context?

ALAIN COHEUR – Mutual insurance companies 
are trusted third parties. We have to strengthen our 

relationship with our members and monitor these changes, together with 
other SSE companies, so as to put forward mechanisms for prevention that 
are both appealing and that comply with a code of conduct. For example, 
Solidaris has partnered with MGEN (another mutual insurance company) 
and its Vivoptim programme, an integrated programme to prevent 
cardiovascular incidents which is integrated into supplementary health 
cover. For us, it is essential to keep people at the heart of the health system. 
The risk is considering people simply as connected bodies, in a world where 
private insurance providers would encourage people to drape themselves 
with sensors, starting with connected wristbands. Moreover, when artificial 
intelligence gains the ability to carry out biological analyses and provide 
much better radiological diagnoses than doctors can, the challenge will 
be to enable these professionals to focus on the human aspects of their 
work. Our role is also to continue fighting against inequality and to bridge 
new digital divides. And to make all this accessible, both financially and by 
helping people to understand the health system that is to come. 
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The role of mutual insurance
companies is to keep people
at the heart of the health system
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