
Health - Conventions - Digitization
The trap between market and civic solutions for health data

Dr. Karolin Eva Kappler, 
Catholic University of Applied Sciences

Healthcare and Social Services
Chair „Digitality“

contact: k.kappler@katho-nrw.de

mailto:k.kappler@katho-nrw.de


We are producing day-to-day data traces…

➢ Expansion of calculation practices

➢ Change in the form of calculation – “calculating the social” (Vormbusch 2012)

➢ Development of modern observation formats (Heintz 2021)
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We are living in uncertain times…

➢ Uncertainty about concepts such as – health, well-being, 
health data

➢ People react differently in the face of uncertainty

"I know that my children will never have to say, 'Mom died of 
ovarian cancer'... It's not possible to remove any risk, and the 
fact is that I remain vulnerable to cancer.“ (Zeit 2015)



Managing uncertainty through knowledge sharing…

„ The pandemic is an accelerator for many innovative ideas that will 
save lives, but without Corona would never have received such 
attention and would have required much more time in their 
implementation.

The willingness to share and discuss knowledge, experiences, even 
mistakes, has thankfully increased greatly in recent months.“

Source: https://hih-2025.de/die-bereitschaft-wissen-zu-teilen-hat-
zugenommen/

Professor Gernot Marx, Director of the Department of Operative 
Intensive Care Medicine and Intermediate Care at Aachen University 
Hospital, president of German Interdisciplinary Association for 
Intensive Care and Emergency Medicine (DIVI)..

https://hih-2025.de/die-bereitschaft-wissen-zu-teilen-hat-zugenommen/


So what is the problem? What is at risk?
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Sources: https://www.npr.org/2022/05/10/1097482967/roe-v-wade-supreme-court-abortion-period-apps; https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/30/technology/period-tracker-privacy-abortion.html; 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/17/pregnancy-period-tracking-apps-privacy

https://www.npr.org/2022/05/10/1097482967/roe-v-wade-supreme-court-abortion-period-apps
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/06/30/technology/period-tracker-privacy-abortion.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/aug/17/pregnancy-period-tracking-apps-privacy


How can ethical and moral issues be explored in the field of health (data)?

➢ Introduce new theoretical perspective to ask moral and ethical questions around health data 
differently. 

➢ Focus on potential lines of conflict in the development, adoption, and diffusion of health data 
and technologies.



AGENDA

Short introduction to the Economics/Sociology of Conventions (EC/SC)

Conflicting conventions

Different data worlds

Conclusion
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Studying practices of comparing, evaluating, categorizing, quantifying…

➢ Adopting the perspective of the Economics/Sociology of Conventions (EC/SC)

➢ Plurality of normative orders oriented towards a common good

➢ Heterogeneity of actors in the field of health (data)

➢ Plurality of normative orders as a challenge for coordination in health and data 
situations



The EC/SC considers data as…

➢ resulting from a complex interplay of conventions, actors, and technologies.

➢ based on conventions of measurement, interrelated with political and normative orders.

→ What counts as a relevant, acceptable, and fair process of quantification depends on social and political contexts.

→ Categories and concepts that inform statistical measurement are anchored in public and political discourses and are 
always linked to specific forms of defining and understanding uncertain and tension ridden situations.

„Quantification means to introduce a convention and then to measure.“ (Desrosières 2008: 10)
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“Raw Data” is an Oxymoron (Gitleman 2013)

“…data is anything but “raw,” that we shouldn't think of data as a natural resource but as a cultural one that needs to be 
generated, protected, and interpreted.” (Gitleman 2013)

→ Data are “cooked” in the processes of their collection and use.
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There is a plurality of (health) conventions and data worlds …
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Sources:

Kappler K. (2022) E-Health and the Digitization of Health. In: Diaz Bone R., de Larquier G. (eds) Handbook of Economics and Sociology of Conventions. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-52130-1_42-1

Capple, V. and Kappler, K. (2022). Gesundheit – Konventionen – Digitalisierung. Wiesbaden: Springer VS.

➢ Healthcare and health policy are strongly normative issues.

➢ EC/SC approach in healthcare highlights the omnipresence of values in the 
field of healthcare.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-52130-1_42-1
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Plurality of conventions in healthcare
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Batifoulier 2022, p. 10



Developments in French health policy (Batifoulier et al. 2021)

➢ erosion of solidarity

➢ central role of private health insurance for making the patient feel responsible.

➢ Commodification of healthcare

➢ Industrialization of healthcare
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Evidence-based medicine as an industrialization of healthcare (Da Silva 2022)

Spread of evidence-based medicine leads to…

→ Inspiration fades.

→ Source of legitimacy shifts from the health 
professional to the producers of standards.

→ Link of proximity fades. 

→ Statistical analysis of large numbers gains 
importance. What counts is not that a treatment 
can work on a singular patient, but that it works 
on average.

Dr. Karolin Eva Kappler, Chair „Digitality“, contact: k.kappler@katho-nrw.de 



'Googlization of health': the growing role of tech companies in health and medical research 
(Sharon 2018)
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Four major health conventions/orders (Hanrieder/Montt Maray 2021)

➢ order of survival interprets health as the collective defense against infectious threats

➢ order of production considers health as an investment in order to provide the maximum possible amount of health per 
dollar

➢ order of fairness demands global health to try to eliminate discrimination and inequity in access to healthcare

➢ order of spirit interprets health as “the integrity of the individual in the face of medical or economic intrusion” 
(Hanrieder and Montt Maray 2021).

Providing a moral grammar of global health 
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Resulting lines of conflict and ethical perspectives 

The institutionalization of contradictory common good orientations leads to permanent conflicts.

Which common good orientation legitimizes decisions and how could and would we decide if we could discuss the different 
normative logics presented in the table?

The evaluation and acceptance of digital applications is only understandable, when the plurality of this value logics is 
considered and consulted.
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From spaces of equivalence to data worlds

➢ Different conventions or orders of worth require unified data spaces, also called “spaces of equivalence” (Desrosières
1998)

➢ These different worlds of data production vary in their methodological cultures, their epistemic values, their quality 
criteria and their collective understanding of and relation to the “common good”.
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Data worlds (Diaz-Bone and Horwarth 2021)

Data world = data infrastructures (historically formed cognitive and organizational frameworks and resources that 
structure the production, distribution, and usage of statistical data) are anchored and embedded in social rationalities 
(“conventions”) and for understanding how data are produced, analyzed, evaluated and, eventually, applied as an 
informational resource for collective action.

→ “Dispute” between statistics in relation to big data and commercial data production on the one hand and civil society 
actors on the other. 
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Official 
Statistics

Big Data Civil Society
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Source: Diaz-Bone and Horwarth 2021
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Source: Diaz-Bone and Horwarth 2021
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Conclusion

➢ The development toward the datafication of health through the introduction of new data infrastructures produces an 
epistemic change (Ruckenstein and Schüll, 2017).

➢ Combination of new (individualized) data with old health data

➢ Promoting individualized, predictive, and preventive medicine

➢ Promoting standardization, industrialization, commodification, and monetarization

➢ Improving political control processes in the health system. 

➢ Empowerment of patients, who are being made more and more responsible for their health, without considering their 
orientation toward the common good (Ruckenstein and Schüll, 2017). 

➢ Conflicting data worlds - the public sector or official statistics and private (tech) companies play an increasingly 
important role (Diaz-Bone and Horvath, 2021).
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Datafication of health leads to…

… health as a commodity

… the introduction of economic policy disguised as patients' empowerment to give them market-power and thus make the 
field of health accessible as a market through quantitative, predictive, and preventive aspects

… the institutional approach understanding health as a standard and the effort to quantify health outcomes. 

→ We observe a shift from welfare-state-organizational principles to market-economic-organizational principles, 
particularly in European health systems. 
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To prevent data exploitation…
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Thank you for your attention!

Contact:

k.kappler@katho-nrw.de
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