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ABSTRACT 
 

The quality of healthcare in rural areas of the U.S. is lower compared to urban areas. It is suggested that 

electronic health records (EHR) and mobile technology can be used to improve healthcare delivery in 

rural areas; however, resistance to mobile technology use and a lack of adequate resources hinder 

progress. Results of surveys and on-site visits to review the characteristics of EHR software and mobile 

technology used in selected rural hospitals, medical clinics, and practitioners indicates that even with the 

recent emphasis on EHR and incentives provided, the use of mobile technology has a long way to go. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Even though the rural population accounts for about one-fourth of the U.S. population, only one-tenth of 

practicing physicians serve rural areas. In the past 25 years, almost 500 rural hospitals have shut down, 

which causes rural residents to travel long distances to seek medical help [4]. It is apparent that the 

quality of rural healthcare is a serious problem, but EHR and mobile technology can improve the 

situation. In this context, mobile technology includes the use of laptop computers, palm computers, 

Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs), mobile phones and smart phones, global positioning system (GPS) 

devices, and other wireless devices. The particular technology and communication system used is 

determined by the applications needed and the resources and infrastructure capabilities of the user sites 

[3] [1]. This paper describes the use of such technology and compares EHR and mobile technology 

usage in rural and urban areas of Florida. 

 

Examples of Mobile Technology in Healthcare  

 

Some medical applications of technology include remote patient monitoring, remote diagnosis, and on-

site diagnosis and prescribing through mobile devices. For example, in a study in rural Washington 

State, nurse practitioners used PDAs loaded with a pharmacology program and medical decision making 

software. The PDAs provided access to medical information not normally available in such remote 

areas. The use of the PDAs was compared to traditional means with respect to participants' responses to 

ease and speed of access, speed of response, decreased need to use the Internet to seek clarification or to 

ask questions of others, increased understanding of their roles and responsibilities, and recognition of 

real world practices. Evaluation of participant responses from the group using PDAs yielded 

significantly better results than the group using traditional methods. In addition, during the test, 

information gained and the use of the PDA's decision making software enabled two patients with critical 

problems to be diagnosed whose conditions or drug interactions would have otherwise been missed [5]. 

A larger-scale study of the use of PDAs was made in six rural counties in Idaho and Utah. The 99 

primary care providers were provided PDAs loaded with a clinical decision support system (CDSS), 

which aids in the diagnosis and treatment of outpatients who exhibit symptoms of acute respiratory tract 

infections (RTIs). Two advantages were gained from the study. Not only were more consistent 

treatments and dosages administered, but the electronic data transmission yielded a convenient way to 

obtain valuable clinical data to update patient records and for later analysis [8]. 

mailto:erodgers@uwf.edu
mailto:katja.rodgers@gmail.com


 

Status of Mobile Technology in Rural Florida Healthcare 

 

The following table depicts the use of technology in urban and rural areas of Florida and in rural 

Northwest Florida. Rural physicians were significantly less likely to use an EHR system than urban 

physicians, but rural usage was about the same as the national average of 17%. Rural physicians were 

significantly less likely to communicate electronically (cell, email) with patients than urban physicians. 

Mobile computer usage and PDA usage by rural physicians was less than for urban physicians, but the 

usage was not significantly different.  There were no significant differences between statewide rural and 

NW Florida rural usage in every category [2] [6] [7].   

 

Technology Usage Florida Urban Florida Rural NW FL Rural 

EHR with mobile 24% 17% 15% 

Patient communication 17% 8% 6% 

Mobile computer 81% 77% 78% 

PDA 38% 32% 31% 

  

It is clear that more progress needs to be made to encourage the use of electronic health records and 

mobile technology by Florida healthcare providers. 

 

REFERENCES 

 

[1] Hoyt, R. (2007). Medical Informatics: A Practical Guide for the Healthcare Professional. lulu.com. 

 

[2] Menachemi, N. Langley, A. & Brooks, R. (2007, August 23). The use of information technologies 

      among rural and urban physicians in Florida. Journal of Medical Systems 31(6) 483-488.  

 

[3] Mobile Technology (n.d.). Practical Advice for Business. Retrieved September 30, 2009 from 

      http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/bdotg/action/detail?type=RESOURCES&itemId=1074298219 

 

[4] NRHA (2009). What's different about rural healthcare? National Rural Health Association. 

      Retrieved September 30, 2009 from http://www.ruralhealthweb.org/go/left/about-rural-health 

 

[5] Rice, M. (n.d.). Enhancing rural health education using PDAs. PDA Cortex.  

      Retrieved September 30, 2009 from  

      http://www.pdacortex.com/Rural_Health_Education_Using_PDAs.html    

 

[6] Rodgers, K. (2009). Evaluation of readiness for EHR and mobile technology for healthcare providers  

     in rural Northwest Florida. Graduate Student Scholarly and Creative Activity Grant. University of     

     West Florida.    

 

[7] Rodgers, K. (2009). The use of mobile technology to improve health care in rural practices. HSC  

     5197. University of West Florida.    

  

[8] Rubin, M., Bateman, K., Donnelly, S. Stoddard, G. et al (2006, November). Use of a personal digital  

     assistant for managing antibiotic prescribing for outpatient respiratory tract infections in rural  

     communities. Journal of the American Medical Informatics Association, 13(6) 627-634.  

 

http://www.businesslink.gov.uk/bdotg/action/detail?type=RESOURCES&itemId=1074298219
http://www.ruralhealthweb.org/go/left/about-rural-health
http://www.pdacortex.com/Rural_Health_Education_Using_PDAs.html

