The HealthNet Uganda-SATELLIFE Partnership:

Realizing the Promise of Handheld Computers

 for the African Health Community

Handheld Computers:

Handheld computers are pocket-sized, battery-operated devices that can serve as a relatively inexpensive alternative to desktop computers for many computing functions. With only periodic connections to a cellular or terrestrial telephone, a handheld computer can hold large quantities of timely, relevant, and appropriate content, facilitate rapid data collection and analysis, and exchange e-mail. Handheld computers can be integrated into local area networks (LANs) to expand their reach and the number of users connected to the network.

Applications in the Field:

HealthNet Uganda and SATELLIFE (HNU-SL) have successfully demonstrated the viability of handheld computers for gathering data and disseminating information that is critical to decision makers. With funding from the Acumen Fund (http://www.healthnet.org), the project partners gave 40 health professionals in the Kampala district handheld computers loaded with HIV/AIDS, TB, and malaria guidelines, a medical calculator, the WHO Essential Drug List, an essential drug list specific to Uganda, and malaria and TB surveys. Participants were trained by HealthNet Uganda, which also provided ongoing technical support for synchronization and problem-solving. 

Lessons Learned:

The project proved that handheld computers make it possible to overcome many of the barriers that health professionals in Africa face in trying to obtain information and collect data. Individuals with little or no computer experience can easily adopt the technology and integrate it into their practices. Data can be collected and analyzed far more rapidly and efficiently than traditional paper methods allow. Large quantities of information that would otherwise be too expensive or cumbersome for the average physician to consult regularly become an every day resource. Usage is optimized when participants assume ownership of the devices and receive high quality training and technical support. 

The Vision:

HNU-SL advocate the use of handheld computers at all levels of the Ugandan health system, including governmental, non-governmental, and private organizations. As increasing numbers of policy makers, resource managers, and health practitioners have access to the technology, it will become possible to improve communication, knowledge building, and decision-making throughout the country.

Capabilities:

For organizations interested in adopting handheld computer technology, HNU-SL have the capability to:

· Conceptualize and implement complex projects with technology, content, and training components.

· Conduct technology, content, and training needs assessments.

· Identify, acquire, prepare, deliver, and support appropriate hardware and software

· Design survey instruments and corresponding databases. 

· Select and design content specific to the organization’s needs.

· Provide customized materials and training for trainers and end-users.

· Conduct internal evaluations; engage and manage independent evaluators.

· Develop strategies to anticipate and meet future technology, content, and training needs.

How we can help:

HNU-SL can help you determine whether handheld computers are an appropriate solution for your organization’s data, information, and communication needs. They can design, deliver, and support a customized system and help you think strategically about your future technology needs.
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