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Abstract
The rapid digital transformation of healthcare systems has significantly improved healthcare delivery through the adoption of technologies such as electronic health records, telemedicine platforms, artificial intelligence–supported diagnostics, and network-connected medical devices. While these innovations enhance clinical decision-making and healthcare accessibility, they have also increased the exposure of healthcare institutions to cybersecurity threats. Healthcare organizations have become attractive targets for cybercriminals due to the high value of medical data, the complexity of digital infrastructures, and the operational urgency of clinical services. Cyberattacks including ransomware incidents, data breaches, phishing and social engineering attacks, insider threats, and exploitation of connected medical devices—can disrupt healthcare operations and compromise patient safety. This narrative review examines the evolving cybersecurity threat landscape in digital healthcare systems and analyzes how cyber incidents affect healthcare delivery and patient safety. Relevant literature was identified through searches of major academic databases including PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science, alongside additional sources from policy reports and cybersecurity research publications. The review synthesizes current evidence on how cyberattacks interfere with clinical workflows, delay diagnosis and treatment, and undermine the reliability of digital medical technologies. The findings highlight major cybersecurity risks affecting healthcare systems and discuss mitigation strategies involving technical security controls, organizational preparedness, and regulatory frameworks. Strengthening cybersecurity resilience through integrated governance, workforce awareness, and proactive security measures is essential to protect patient data, maintain healthcare system reliability, and ensure safe delivery of care in increasingly digital healthcare environments.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Digital Transformation of Healthcare
Over the past two decades, healthcare systems worldwide have undergone rapid digital transformation driven by the integration of advanced information and communication technologies. These developments have reshaped healthcare delivery, clinical decision-making, and patient data management.
One of the most significant developments has been the widespread adoption of electronic health records (EHRs), which have replaced paper-based documentation in many healthcare environments. EHR systems enable healthcare providers to store, retrieve, and share patient information electronically across departments and institutions. This capability improves clinical documentation, facilitates evidence-based decision-making, and enhances continuity of care across healthcare settings(1).
Telemedicine technologies have also become an important component of modern healthcare delivery. These platforms enable remote consultations, virtual monitoring, and digital communication between healthcare professionals and patients. Telemedicine expands access to healthcare services, particularly for individuals in rural or underserved areas, and has played a critical role in maintaining healthcare delivery during global health emergencies such as the COVID-19 pandemic(2).
Another key element of healthcare digitalization is the Internet of Medical Things (IoMT), which refers to interconnected networks of medical devices, sensors, and healthcare applications capable of collecting and transmitting patient data in real time. Examples include wearable health monitors, smart infusion pumps, implantable devices, and network-enabled diagnostic equipment. These technologies allow continuous monitoring of patient conditions and enable healthcare providers to respond more rapidly to changes in patient health status(3).
Artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning technologies are also increasingly integrated into healthcare systems to support clinical diagnostics, predictive analytics, and hospital resource management(4). AI-based systems can analyze large volumes of medical data, including imaging results and clinical records, to assist clinicians in identifying diseases, predicting treatment outcomes, and improving operational efficiency(5).
While these digital technologies offer substantial benefits for healthcare delivery, they also increase the complexity and connectivity of healthcare infrastructures. As healthcare systems become more reliant on interconnected digital platforms and data-driven technologies, new cybersecurity challenges have emerged that require careful attention.
1.2 Rising Cybersecurity Threats in Healthcare
The increasing digitization of healthcare systems has expanded the range of cybersecurity threats targeting healthcare organizations. Healthcare data contain highly sensitive personal and medical information, including patient histories, insurance records, and financial details. These data have significant value to cybercriminals and may be exploited for identity theft, financial fraud, or illegal data trading on underground markets. Consequently, healthcare institutions have become attractive targets for cyberattacks(6).
Several structural characteristics of healthcare systems contribute to this vulnerability. Hospitals often operate complex technological infrastructures that combine legacy software systems, modern health information technologies, and network-connected medical devices. In addition, healthcare services depend on continuous system availability to support clinical decision-making and patient care. These conditions create opportunities for cybercriminals to exploit system vulnerabilities and disrupt healthcare operations(7).
A number of major cyber incidents have highlighted the potential consequences of cybersecurity failures in healthcare. For example, the 2017 WannaCry ransomware attack significantly disrupted the United Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS), forcing hospitals to cancel thousands of medical appointments and procedures while digital systems were temporarily disabled(8). Similarly, the 2021 ransomware attack on Ireland’s Health Service Executive (HSE) caused widespread disruptions across hospitals and diagnostic services, demonstrating the operational fragility of healthcare systems during large-scale cyber incidents(9).
These events illustrate that cyberattacks can have far-reaching consequences beyond technical disruptions, affecting healthcare delivery and organizational stability.
1.3 Cybersecurity as a Patient Safety Issue
Cybersecurity in healthcare has traditionally been viewed primarily as an information technology concern focused on protecting sensitive patient data. However, the growing reliance on digital technologies in clinical environments has expanded the implications of cybersecurity beyond data protection. Increasing evidence suggests that cybersecurity incidents can directly affect patient safety and healthcare quality(10).
Healthcare professionals rely heavily on digital systems to access electronic health records, laboratory results, diagnostic imaging data, and clinical decision-support tools. Disruptions to these systems can interfere with clinical workflows and limit clinicians’ ability to obtain essential information required for medical decision-making. In such circumstances, delays in diagnosis and treatment may occur, increasing the risk of medical errors and compromising the quality of patient care(11).
Cybersecurity risks also extend to network-connected medical devices used in patient monitoring and treatment. If these devices are compromised through cyber intrusions, they may malfunction or transmit inaccurate clinical data. Such disruptions could influence treatment decisions or interrupt continuous patient monitoring, thereby creating additional risks for patient safety(10,12).
Recognizing cybersecurity as a patient safety issue highlights the need for integrated strategies that combine technological safeguards, organizational governance, and regulatory oversight. Strengthening cybersecurity resilience is therefore essential for maintaining reliable healthcare operations and ensuring safe delivery of care in increasingly digital healthcare environments.
1.4 Aim of the Review
This narrative review aims to examine the evolving landscape of cybersecurity threats affecting modern healthcare systems and their implications for patient safety and healthcare delivery. The review explores the major types of cyber threats targeting healthcare infrastructure, including ransomware attacks, data breaches, phishing and social engineering attacks, insider threats, and vulnerabilities associated with network-connected medical devices.
In addition, the review analyzes how cyber incidents may disrupt healthcare operations, interfere with clinical workflows, and delay medical treatment. The study also evaluates current mitigation strategies adopted by healthcare institutions, including technical security controls, organizational preparedness measures, and regulatory frameworks.
By synthesizing current evidence from the literature, this review seeks to provide a comprehensive overview of cybersecurity risks in digital healthcare environments and to identify potential strategies for strengthening cybersecurity resilience while protecting patient safety.
 Methodology
This study was conducted as a narrative review aimed at synthesizing current knowledge on cybersecurity threats affecting digital healthcare systems and their implications for patient safety and healthcare delivery. Relevant literature was identified through structured searches of major academic databases, including PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar.
The search strategy combined keywords related to healthcare cybersecurity and digital health technologies. Examples of search terms included “healthcare cybersecurity,” “cybersecurity threats in healthcare,” “ransomware in hospitals,” “healthcare data breaches,” “medical device cybersecurity,” “Internet of Medical Things security,” and “cyberattacks and patient safety.” Additional relevant publications were identified through backward reference searching of key articles and review papers.
The review included peer-reviewed journal articles, review studies, policy reports, and other authoritative publications addressing cybersecurity risks in healthcare environments, digital health infrastructure, and the consequences of cyber incidents for healthcare delivery and patient safety. Priority was given to recent publications from the past decade to reflect the rapidly evolving nature of cybersecurity threats in digital healthcare systems.
Studies were included if they discussed cybersecurity threats affecting healthcare organizations, vulnerabilities in digital health technologies, or the operational and clinical consequences of cyber incidents. Publications that focused solely on cybersecurity issues unrelated to healthcare environments were excluded.
The selected literature was qualitatively analyzed and synthesized to identify key categories of cybersecurity threats, vulnerabilities in healthcare infrastructure, and strategies for strengthening cybersecurity resilience. Findings were organized thematically to provide a structured overview of the relationship between digital healthcare technologies, cybersecurity risks, and patient safety.
2. Digital Healthcare Infrastructure and Cybersecurity Exposure
2.1 Healthcare Information Systems
Healthcare information systems form the technological foundation of modern healthcare delivery by supporting the storage, management, and exchange of clinical information across healthcare institutions. These systems facilitate clinical decision-making, administrative coordination, and patient data management, contributing to improved efficiency and quality of care. However, their central role in healthcare operations also makes them potential targets for cyberattacks(13,57).
One of the most important components of healthcare information systems is the Electronic Health Record (EHR). EHR systems allow healthcare providers to digitally store and access patient medical histories, diagnostic results, treatment plans, and medication records. By enabling real-time information sharing across departments and institutions, EHRs improve continuity of care and support evidence-based clinical decision-making. At the same time, the large volume of sensitive information stored in EHR databases makes them attractive targets for cybercriminals seeking unauthorized access to healthcare data(13,14).
Another key component is the Hospital Information System (HIS), which integrates administrative, financial, and clinical processes within healthcare institutions. HIS platforms support functions such as patient registration, appointment scheduling, billing management, laboratory coordination, and hospital resource allocation. Because these systems connect multiple hospital departments and databases, a cybersecurity breach within an HIS may disrupt several operational processes simultaneously(15).
Clinical Decision Support Systems (CDSS) are also widely used to assist healthcare professionals in diagnosing diseases and selecting appropriate treatment strategies(16). These systems analyze patient data alongside medical knowledge databases to generate evidence-based recommendations that support clinical decision-making. Although CDSS technologies enhance diagnostic accuracy and help reduce clinical errors, their reliance on integrated digital infrastructures introduces additional cybersecurity concerns. If compromised, manipulated data inputs or system disruptions may affect the reliability of clinical recommendations(17).
Given the critical role of healthcare information systems in managing clinical data and supporting medical decision-making, ensuring their cybersecurity is essential for maintaining reliable healthcare operations and protecting patient information.
2.2 Emerging Digital Technologies
In addition to traditional healthcare information systems, emerging digital technologies have expanded the capabilities of modern healthcare delivery. Innovations such as the Internet of Medical Things (IoMT), artificial intelligence applications, mobile health platforms, and cloud-based health systems have significantly improved patient monitoring, diagnostics, and healthcare coordination(3,18).
The Internet of Medical Things (IoMT) refers to networks of connected medical devices and sensors that collect and transmit patient health data in real time. Examples include wearable health monitors, implantable medical devices, smart infusion pumps, and network-enabled diagnostic equipment. These devices allow healthcare providers to continuously monitor health indicators such as heart rate, blood pressure, glucose levels, and oxygen saturation. Real-time monitoring enables earlier detection of medical complications and supports more personalized treatment strategies. However, the integration of numerous connected devices within healthcare networks also expands potential entry points for cyber intrusions(19).
Artificial intelligence technologies are increasingly applied in healthcare settings to support diagnostics, predictive analytics, and medical image analysis. AI-driven systems can process large datasets and identify patterns that assist clinicians in detecting diseases, predicting treatment outcomes, and improving hospital resource management(20). Although these capabilities enhance healthcare efficiency, the reliance of AI systems on large-scale data integration and cloud computing infrastructures introduces additional cybersecurity considerations.
Mobile health (mHealth) technologies further extend digital healthcare services by enabling communication and health monitoring through smartphone applications and portable devices. These platforms allow patients to track health indicators, receive medication reminders, and communicate with healthcare professionals remotely(21). While mHealth technologies expand access to healthcare services, their reliance on mobile connectivity also introduces potential cybersecurity vulnerabilities.
Cloud-based healthcare platforms have also become increasingly important for storing and processing large volumes of health data. Cloud computing supports applications such as telemedicine systems, electronic health records, and large-scale health data analytics. These platforms enable efficient data sharing across healthcare institutions and improve scalability of digital health infrastructures. However, ensuring the security of sensitive patient information within cloud environments requires strong cybersecurity protocols and data protection mechanisms(22).
Overall, the integration of emerging digital technologies has significantly improved healthcare delivery and enabled more data-driven clinical decision-making. At the same time, the increased connectivity of healthcare infrastructures expands the potential attack surface for cyber threats.
2.3 Infrastructure Vulnerabilities
Despite the benefits of digital healthcare technologies, many healthcare institutions operate within complex technological environments that contain significant cybersecurity vulnerabilities. One persistent challenge is the continued use of legacy systems. Many hospitals rely on outdated software and hardware infrastructures that were not originally designed with modern cybersecurity protections. These legacy systems may lack regular security updates and patches, making them vulnerable to exploitation by cyber attackers(6).
Weak authentication mechanisms also contribute to cybersecurity risks within healthcare systems. Healthcare professionals often require rapid access to digital records in order to deliver timely patient care. In some cases, this need for accessibility may result in practices such as shared user accounts, weak passwords, or insufficient access control policies. These conditions increase the likelihood of unauthorized access to sensitive healthcare data(23).
The complexity of healthcare network infrastructures presents another challenge. Hospital networks often connect numerous databases, communication systems, and medical devices. Without adequate network segmentation and monitoring, attackers who gain access to one component of the system may be able to move laterally across the network and access additional systems or databases.
Human factors represent an additional source of vulnerability in healthcare cybersecurity. Healthcare professionals frequently operate in high-pressure environments where cybersecurity considerations may receive limited attention. Staff members may inadvertently expose systems to cyber threats by interacting with phishing emails, downloading malicious attachments, or misconfiguring digital systems. Even advanced technical security measures can be undermined when human vulnerabilities are exploited(6,24).
Addressing these vulnerabilities requires coordinated cybersecurity strategies that combine technological safeguards, effective governance structures, and continuous staff training to strengthen healthcare system resilience.
The interaction between digital healthcare infrastructure, system vulnerabilities, and evolving cybersecurity threats creates a pathway through which cyber incidents can ultimately affect patient safety and healthcare delivery. This relationship is summarized in Figure 1, which illustrates how vulnerabilities within digital healthcare environments enable cyber threats that disrupt clinical workflows and create patient safety risks.
[image: ]Figure 1. Conceptual framework illustrating the pathway linking digital healthcare infrastructure, system vulnerabilities, and cybersecurity threats to disruptions in healthcare operations and clinical workflows. Vulnerabilities within interconnected digital systems including electronic health records, Internet of Medical Things devices, artificial intelligence platforms, and cloud-based infrastructures create opportunities for cyber threats such as ransomware attacks, data breaches, phishing attacks, insider threats, and medical device exploitation. These cyber incidents may lead to operational disruptions, restricted access to patient data, and compromised digital systems, which in turn interfere with clinical workflows and increase the risk of treatment delays, medical errors, and reduced quality of patient care.
3. Cybersecurity Threat Landscape in Healthcare
The rapid digitalization of healthcare has expanded the range and sophistication of cybersecurity threats targeting healthcare institutions. Hospitals increasingly depend on interconnected digital infrastructures that integrate electronic health records, network-connected medical devices, communication systems, and cloud-based data platforms. While these technologies improve efficiency and clinical decision-making, they also introduce vulnerabilities that may be exploited by cybercriminals. Healthcare organizations are particularly attractive targets because medical data are highly valuable and healthcare services depend on continuous system availability. Common cyber threats affecting healthcare systems include ransomware attacks, data breaches, phishing and social engineering attacks, insider threats, and vulnerabilities associated with connected medical devices(6,10).
3.1 Ransomware Attacks
Ransomware attacks represent one of the most disruptive cybersecurity threats facing healthcare organizations. Ransomware is a form of malicious software that encrypts files or disables digital systems, preventing authorized users from accessing critical data until a ransom payment is made. In healthcare settings, ransomware attacks often target hospital networks, electronic health record systems, laboratory databases, and administrative platforms(25).
When ransomware infiltrates healthcare systems, clinicians may lose access to essential digital infrastructure required for patient care. Electronic health records, diagnostic imaging systems, laboratory information systems, and scheduling platforms may become unavailable, limiting clinicians’ ability to retrieve patient information and coordinate treatment. Such disruptions may lead to delayed care, cancelled procedures, and interruptions to clinical workflows(26).
A widely documented example is the 2017 WannaCry ransomware attack, which disrupted the United Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS)(8). The attack affected multiple hospitals and forced the cancellation of thousands of medical appointments and surgeries while digital systems were temporarily disabled. Healthcare staff were required to revert to manual record-keeping processes, increasing the risk of errors and delays in patient care(27).
Ransomware attacks are particularly effective in healthcare environments because hospitals rely heavily on uninterrupted access to digital systems. Cybercriminals often exploit this operational urgency to pressure organizations into paying ransom demands in order to restore system functionality(28).
3.2 Data Breaches
Data breaches are another major cybersecurity concern in healthcare systems. A data breach occurs when unauthorized individuals gain access to confidential information stored within healthcare databases or digital infrastructures. These incidents often involve exposure or theft of sensitive patient data, including personal identifiers, medical histories, diagnostic records, insurance details, and financial information(29).
Healthcare data are especially valuable in illicit digital markets because they contain detailed personal and financial information that can be used for identity theft, insurance fraud, or social engineering schemes. Unlike financial credentials that can often be replaced after compromise, medical records are permanent and difficult to change, making them particularly attractive to cybercriminals(30).
In addition to financial and legal consequences, data breaches may damage the reputation of healthcare organizations and undermine patient trust. Healthcare institutions may also face regulatory penalties and legal liabilities when sensitive information is exposed. These risks highlight the importance of implementing strong data protection practices such as encryption, secure database configurations, and continuous monitoring systems to detect unauthorized access(29,30).
3.3 Phishing and Social Engineering
Phishing and social engineering attacks are among the most common entry points for cyber intrusions in healthcare environments. Unlike technical attacks that exploit software vulnerabilities, these methods target human behavior in order to gain unauthorized access to digital systems(31).
Phishing attacks typically involve deceptive emails or messages that appear to originate from trusted sources such as hospital administrators, technology vendors, or government agencies. These messages often contain malicious links or attachments designed to trick healthcare staff into revealing login credentials or installing malware. Once attackers obtain valid credentials, they may gain access to internal networks and patient databases(32).
Social engineering tactics further exploit the high-pressure working environments common in healthcare settings. Healthcare professionals often manage heavy workloads and time-sensitive tasks, which may reduce their ability to carefully evaluate suspicious communications. Attackers may impersonate colleagues, IT personnel, or external partners to persuade staff members to disclose confidential information or bypass security procedures(31,33).
Because these attacks rely on human factors rather than purely technical vulnerabilities, cybersecurity awareness training and staff education play an important role in reducing the success of phishing and social engineering attempts.
3.4 Insider Threats
Insider threats represent another important cybersecurity risk within healthcare organizations. These threats arise when individuals with authorized access to healthcare systems misuse their privileges either intentionally or unintentionally.
Malicious insiders may deliberately access, modify, or disclose sensitive patient information for financial gain or personal motives. For example, employees may sell confidential medical records to third parties or manipulate data within healthcare systems. Because insiders already possess legitimate access credentials, detecting such activities can be particularly challenging(34,35).
Unintentional insider threats may also occur when healthcare personnel inadvertently expose sensitive data through improper handling of digital information. Examples include sending patient records to incorrect recipients, storing confidential information on unsecured devices, or failing to follow established cybersecurity procedures. These incidents often result from insufficient cybersecurity awareness rather than malicious intent(36).
Mitigating insider threats requires strong governance measures such as role-based access controls, monitoring of user activity, and continuous training on responsible data management practices.
3.5 Medical Device Cybersecurity Risks
The increasing use of network-connected medical devices has introduced additional cybersecurity risks in healthcare environments. Modern healthcare systems rely on a wide range of digital medical technologies, including infusion pumps, patient monitoring systems, imaging equipment, and implantable devices.
Although these technologies improve clinical capabilities and patient monitoring, they also create potential entry points for cyberattacks. Many medical devices were originally designed with a primary focus on functionality rather than cybersecurity protections. As a result, some devices operate on outdated software, lack regular security updates, or have limited authentication mechanisms(6,37).
If compromised, connected medical devices may malfunction or transmit inaccurate clinical data. For example, altered infusion pump settings could affect medication dosing, while manipulated monitoring systems could produce inaccurate vital-sign readings. Because clinicians rely on these devices to guide treatment decisions, such disruptions could have direct implications for patient safety(37,38).
Ensuring the security of connected medical devices therefore represents an essential component of healthcare cybersecurity strategies as healthcare systems continue to adopt increasingly interconnected technologies.

4. Impact of Cyberattacks on Patient Safety
Cybersecurity incidents in healthcare extend beyond technical disruptions and financial losses; they can directly affect patient safety and the quality of healthcare services. Modern healthcare delivery relies heavily on digital infrastructure for accessing clinical records, coordinating care, monitoring patients, and supporting medical decision-making. When these systems are compromised, healthcare providers may face significant challenges in delivering timely and effective treatment(10).
Cyber incidents such as ransomware attacks, system intrusions, and data breaches can disrupt access to essential clinical information, interfere with communication between healthcare teams, and affect the reliability of digital medical technologies. These disruptions may delay medical interventions, increase the likelihood of medical errors, and place additional pressure on healthcare professionals working in time-sensitive environments(30).
4.1 Disruption of Clinical Operations
One of the most immediate consequences of cyberattacks in healthcare is the disruption of clinical operations. Healthcare providers rely on digital systems to access patient records, diagnostic results, medication histories, and treatment plans. When these systems become unavailable due to cyber incidents, clinicians may lose access to information required for effective patient care(39).
System outages caused by ransomware attacks or network intrusions may force hospitals to postpone surgeries, cancel outpatient appointments, or divert emergency patients to other facilities. In some cases, healthcare staff must temporarily revert to manual documentation processes, which are slower and more prone to errors. Such disruptions can delay clinical decision-making and reduce the efficiency of healthcare services(28).
Empirical evidence illustrates the scale of these operational disruptions. The 2017 WannaCry ransomware attack disrupted more than 80 hospitals within the United Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS), resulting in the cancellation of approximately 19,000 medical appointments and procedures. Similarly, the 2021 ransomware attack on Ireland’s Health Service Executive (HSE) caused widespread shutdowns of hospital information systems and diagnostic services, leading to delays in laboratory testing and patient care. Studies examining ransomware incidents affecting healthcare organizations in the United States between 2016 and 2021 also report disruptions to hospital operations, including postponed procedures and patient diversion. These cases demonstrate how cyber incidents can interfere with healthcare delivery and create conditions that may compromise patient safety.
4.2 Medical Device Risks
Cybersecurity vulnerabilities in network-connected medical devices may also create direct risks for patient safety. Many modern medical devices rely on digital systems and network connectivity to support monitoring and treatment functions. Cyber intrusions targeting these devices may disrupt their operation or compromise the accuracy of the clinical data they generate.
For instance, compromised infusion pumps could alter medication delivery rates, potentially leading to incorrect dosing. Similarly, manipulated monitoring systems could produce inaccurate patient vital-sign readings or interrupt continuous monitoring. Because clinicians depend on these devices to guide treatment decisions, disruptions in device functionality may affect patient care(10,58).
The challenge of securing medical devices is compounded by the fact that many devices operate on specialized software that may not receive frequent security updates. Addressing these risks requires collaboration between healthcare providers, device manufacturers, and regulatory authorities to ensure that cybersecurity protections are incorporated into device design and maintenance.
4.3 Impact on Healthcare Quality
Beyond immediate operational disruptions, cyberattacks may also affect the broader quality of healthcare services. During cyber incidents, healthcare professionals may experience increased workloads, communication barriers, and limited access to digital resources. These conditions can reduce efficiency and increase the risk of clinical errors.
Delays in diagnosis or treatment resulting from system outages can worsen patient conditions, particularly for individuals requiring urgent or critical care. In addition, reliance on incomplete or outdated patient information during cyber incidents may increase the likelihood of medical mistakes(40). Repeated cybersecurity disruptions may also weaken trust in digital health systems and healthcare institutions.
These challenges highlight the growing recognition that cybersecurity resilience is closely linked to patient safety and healthcare quality. Protecting healthcare systems from cyber threats is therefore essential for maintaining reliable healthcare services.
5. Cybersecurity Mitigation Strategies
Healthcare organizations increasingly recognize the need to strengthen cybersecurity defenses in response to the growing number of cyber threats targeting digital health systems. Effective cybersecurity protection requires a combination of technical safeguards, organizational preparedness, and regulatory oversight designed to reduce system vulnerabilities and improve resilience(41).
5.1 Technical Security Measures
Technical security controls represent a critical component of cybersecurity protection in healthcare environments. One widely used approach is data encryption, which protects sensitive information by converting it into encoded formats that can only be accessed by authorized users with appropriate decryption keys. Encryption is commonly applied to patient data stored in electronic health record systems as well as data transmitted between healthcare institutions. This practice helps reduce the risk of unauthorized access to sensitive information(42).
Healthcare institutions also implement intrusion detection systems (IDS) and intrusion prevention systems (IPS) to monitor network activity and identify suspicious behavior that may indicate cyber intrusions. IDS technologies analyze patterns in network traffic to detect anomalies such as unauthorized login attempts, unusual data transfers, or malware activity. IPS systems extend this capability by automatically blocking malicious traffic once a threat is detected(43,44).
Another important security strategy is network segmentation, which divides a healthcare network into smaller isolated segments. By separating critical systems such as electronic health records, medical devices, and administrative databases, network segmentation helps prevent attackers from easily moving across interconnected systems after gaining initial access. This approach limits the spread of cyber intrusions within healthcare infrastructures(43,44).
Multi-factor authentication (MFA) is also widely used to strengthen access control mechanisms. MFA requires users to verify their identity using multiple authentication methods such as passwords, biometric verification, or one-time security codes. This additional layer of security significantly reduces the risk of unauthorized access resulting from stolen or compromised credentials(45).
Although these technical controls improve cybersecurity protection, they are most effective when combined with organizational and governance measures.
5.2 Organizational Strategies
Organizational preparedness plays an important role in strengthening cybersecurity resilience in healthcare institutions(46). Many cybersecurity incidents occur due to human error or behavioral vulnerabilities, making staff awareness and institutional governance essential components of cybersecurity risk management.
Cybersecurity awareness training is one of the most widely recommended strategies for reducing human-related vulnerabilities. Training programs educate healthcare personnel about common cyber threats such as phishing attacks, malware, and unsafe data-handling practices. Continuous training helps staff recognize potential threats and follow appropriate security procedures(33,47).
Another important organizational measure is the development of incident response plans. These plans outline procedures for detecting, containing, and recovering from cybersecurity incidents. Effective incident response frameworks involve coordination among information technology teams, hospital administrators, clinical personnel, and external cybersecurity experts. Well-prepared response plans enable healthcare organizations to restore systems more quickly and reduce operational disruptions during cyber incidents(48).
Healthcare institutions are also increasingly integrating cybersecurity management into broader organizational governance structures. These governance frameworks define leadership responsibilities, promote accountability, and support strategic planning for cybersecurity investments(49). However, many healthcare organizations continue to face challenges in implementing comprehensive cybersecurity programs due to limited financial resources, competing operational priorities, and shortages of cybersecurity expertise(50).
5.3 Regulatory Approaches
Regulatory and policy frameworks play an important role in strengthening cybersecurity practices across healthcare systems. Governments and regulatory agencies have introduced various policies aimed at protecting patient data, establishing cybersecurity standards, and promoting secure digital health infrastructures(10).
Data protection laws represent a key regulatory approach for safeguarding patient information. These regulations typically require healthcare organizations to implement appropriate technical and organizational measures to protect sensitive medical data from unauthorized access or disclosure. Compliance with these regulations encourages healthcare institutions to strengthen their cybersecurity controls and data governance practices(51).
Many countries have also developed national cybersecurity frameworks that provide guidelines for managing cybersecurity risks in critical sectors, including healthcare. These frameworks often outline recommended practices for risk assessment, incident response planning, network security management, and information sharing among organizations(52).
However, regulatory approaches also have limitations. Many policies emphasize data privacy compliance rather than operational resilience and patient safety. As a result, some healthcare organizations may focus primarily on regulatory compliance instead of implementing comprehensive cybersecurity strategies that address broader system vulnerabilities(53). In addition, smaller healthcare institutions may lack the resources needed to fully comply with complex regulatory requirements.
Consequently, regulatory frameworks are most effective when combined with strong technical safeguards and organizational governance strategies to strengthen healthcare cybersecurity resilience.
6. Discussion
The findings of this narrative review highlight the increasing vulnerability of healthcare systems to cybersecurity threats as digital technologies become more deeply integrated into healthcare delivery. Technologies such as electronic health records, telemedicine platforms, cloud-based health systems, and network-connected medical devices have significantly improved clinical decision-making and healthcare efficiency. However, these interconnected digital environments also expand the potential attack surface available to cybercriminals. As healthcare infrastructures become more complex and data-driven, cybersecurity risks increasingly represent systemic challenges that can affect healthcare delivery and patient safety.
The literature consistently identifies ransomware attacks as one of the most disruptive cybersecurity threats affecting healthcare organizations. These attacks can disable critical hospital systems and prevent clinicians from accessing patient records, diagnostic results, and treatment histories. Evidence from several documented cyber incidents illustrates the scale of these disruptions. For example, the 2017 WannaCry ransomware attack affected more than 80 hospitals within the United Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS), leading to the cancellation of approximately 19,000 medical appointments and procedures. Similarly, the 2021 ransomware attack on Ireland’s Health Service Executive (HSE) resulted in widespread shutdowns of hospital information systems and laboratory services, causing delays in diagnostic testing and patient care. Studies examining ransomware incidents in the United States between 2016 and 2021 also report disruptions to hospital services, delayed medical procedures, and emergency patient diversion.
In addition to ransomware attacks, several other cybersecurity threats contribute to healthcare system vulnerabilities. Data breaches expose sensitive patient information that may be exploited for identity theft or financial fraud. Phishing and social engineering attacks frequently serve as entry points for cyber intrusions because they exploit human behavioral vulnerabilities. Insider threats may arise when individuals with authorized access misuse or unintentionally expose sensitive information. Furthermore, the increasing integration of Internet of Medical Things (IoMT) devices introduces additional risks because many medical devices were originally designed with limited cybersecurity protections. If compromised, these devices may malfunction or transmit inaccurate clinical data that could influence treatment decisions.
A key insight from the literature is the growing recognition that cybersecurity failures can directly affect patient safety and healthcare quality. When cyber incidents disrupt access to electronic health records, laboratory information systems, or diagnostic imaging platforms, clinicians may lack essential information needed for clinical decision-making. These disruptions can delay diagnosis and treatment, increase the likelihood of medical errors, and place additional pressure on healthcare professionals working in time-critical environments. In some documented cases, hospitals affected by cyberattacks have been forced to revert to manual documentation processes or divert emergency patients to alternative facilities.
The persistence of cybersecurity vulnerabilities in healthcare systems is often linked to structural and organizational factors. Many healthcare institutions operate complex digital ecosystems that combine legacy systems, modern digital platforms, and network-connected medical devices. The coexistence of outdated infrastructure with advanced technologies may create security gaps that cyber attackers can exploit. In addition, healthcare organizations have historically invested fewer resources in cybersecurity compared with other sectors such as finance or defense. Limited cybersecurity training among healthcare personnel and fragmented governance structures can further increase institutional vulnerability.
These findings highlight the importance of adopting integrated cybersecurity governance strategies in healthcare environments. Effective cybersecurity protection requires coordinated approaches that combine technological safeguards, organizational preparedness, and supportive regulatory frameworks. Technical measures such as encryption, intrusion detection systems, network segmentation, and multi-factor authentication are essential for protecting healthcare digital infrastructures. However, these technologies must be complemented by workforce training programs, incident response planning, and leadership engagement in cybersecurity risk management.
Despite the growing body of research on healthcare cybersecurity, important knowledge gaps remain. Much of the existing literature focuses primarily on technical solutions, while relatively fewer studies examine the measurable effects of cyber incidents on patient outcomes and healthcare quality. Empirical evidence linking cyber disruptions to specific clinical consequences remains limited. Future research should therefore adopt interdisciplinary approaches that integrate cybersecurity risk assessment with patient safety and healthcare system resilience frameworks. Collaboration between cybersecurity researchers, healthcare professionals, policymakers, and technology developers will be essential for developing more effective strategies to protect digital healthcare systems.
Overall, cybersecurity should be recognized as a critical component of healthcare system resilience. As digital technologies continue to reshape healthcare delivery, strengthening cybersecurity preparedness will be necessary to ensure that technological innovation enhances healthcare services without introducing additional risks to patient safety(54).
Addressing cybersecurity challenges in digital healthcare requires coordinated strategies that integrate technological safeguards, organizational preparedness, and regulatory oversight. Figure 2 illustrates an integrated cybersecurity governance framework demonstrating how these complementary domains collectively strengthen healthcare system resilience and support patient safety.
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Figure 2. Integrated Cybersecurity Governance Framework for Digital Healthcare Systems. Integrated governance framework illustrating the coordinated strategies required to strengthen cybersecurity resilience in digital healthcare systems. The framework highlights three interrelated domains: technical security measures, organizational strategies, and regulatory frameworks. Technical controls including encryption, intrusion detection systems, network segmentation, and multi-factor authentication protect healthcare digital infrastructure from cyber intrusions. Organizational strategies such as cybersecurity training, incident response planning, and institutional governance mechanisms address operational and human vulnerabilities. Regulatory frameworks establish policies and standards for data protection, cybersecurity risk management, and compliance oversight. The integration of these domains enhances healthcare cybersecurity resilience and contributes to protecting patient safety in increasingly digital healthcare environments.
7. Future Research Directions
Although awareness of cybersecurity challenges in healthcare is increasing, several important research gaps remain. Much of the current literature focuses on technical cybersecurity solutions, while relatively limited research examines the relationship between cyber incidents and measurable patient safety outcomes. Additional empirical studies are needed to better understand how cybersecurity disruptions affect healthcare delivery, clinical workflows, and patient outcomes.
One promising area for future research involves the development of artificial intelligence–based threat detection systems capable of identifying abnormal network activity and potential cyber intrusions. Machine learning models may improve the ability of healthcare organizations to detect emerging threats in complex digital infrastructures and respond to them more effectively(55).
Another emerging research direction involves the use of blockchain technologies in healthcare data systems. Blockchain-based platforms may improve data security and integrity by creating decentralized and tamper-resistant records for storing and sharing patient information. These technologies could enhance transparency and trust in digital health systems while reducing vulnerabilities associated with centralized data storage(55).
Future research should also focus on developing healthcare-specific cybersecurity risk assessment models that reflect the unique characteristics of healthcare environments. Such models should consider interactions between clinical workflows, digital infrastructure, medical devices, and human behavior when evaluating cybersecurity risks.
Finally, greater integration between cybersecurity strategies and patient safety frameworks is needed. Research that examines cybersecurity from a patient safety perspective may provide valuable insights into how cyber threats affect healthcare delivery and how protective measures can be designed to minimize risks to patients. Strengthening interdisciplinary collaboration between cybersecurity experts and healthcare professionals will therefore be essential for advancing research in this field(56).
8. Conclusion
The rapid digital transformation of healthcare systems has created significant opportunities to improve clinical decision-making, patient monitoring, and healthcare accessibility. Technologies such as electronic health records, telemedicine platforms, connected medical devices, and artificial intelligence–driven analytics have enhanced healthcare delivery and enabled more data-driven approaches to patient care. At the same time, the growing reliance on interconnected digital infrastructures has increased the exposure of healthcare systems to cybersecurity threats.
This review highlights how cyber incidents—including ransomware attacks, data breaches, phishing schemes, insider threats, and vulnerabilities in network-connected medical devices—can disrupt healthcare operations and compromise the safety and quality of patient care. Evidence from recent cyber incidents demonstrates that attacks on healthcare organizations may result in cancelled procedures, delayed diagnostic services, restricted access to patient data, and interruptions to clinical workflows.
Addressing these challenges requires coordinated strategies that integrate technological safeguards, organizational preparedness, and regulatory oversight. Healthcare institutions should prioritize investments in secure digital infrastructure, cybersecurity training for healthcare personnel, and effective incident response planning. Policymakers and regulatory agencies also play an important role by establishing cybersecurity standards and supporting healthcare organizations in strengthening cybersecurity capacity.
Ultimately, cybersecurity must be recognized as an essential component of healthcare system governance and patient safety. As healthcare systems continue to adopt increasingly digital and interconnected models of care, strengthening cybersecurity resilience will be critical for protecting patient data, maintaining reliable healthcare operations, and ensuring that technological innovation continues to improve healthcare delivery without compromising patient safety.
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