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edical software for handheld 
computers is slowly but surely
going online and wireless.

A new distribution model for
software is emerging, and it’s
paired with a major change in

hardware. Epocrates made its free and enormously 
popular drug-reference tool accessible through the Inter-
net in 2006. And last year, EHR powerhouse Allscripts
introduced eRx NOW, a web-based e-prescribing 
program. Allscripts still sells an e-prescribing program
called TouchScript that’s installed on handhelds, but
company president Lee Shapiro calls eRx NOW his
“flagship product” in this category.

Web-based software for handhelds parallels the rise of
the ASP, or application service provider, model for 
electronic health record and practice management 
systems, in which software is hosted on a remote 
computer and typically accessed via the Internet. 

“There’s a big push by vendors to have applications run
on the Web,” says FP Lou Spikol, a former senior con-
sultant for the Center for Health Information Technology
at the American Academy of Family Physicians. “It makes
distributing the software much easier for vendors.”

Physicians benefit from this new distribution model,
too. Rather than having to periodically download new
versions of software, a doctor with an Internet-enabled
handheld automatically taps into the latest and greatest.
That’s no small matter, since the content of medical soft-
ware is constantly being updated and expanded to
improve patient care and streamline your work.

The rise of Web-based software reflects a sea change in
hardware preferences. The traditional personal digital

assistant, or PDA, was designed for “native” programs—
software installed on the device itself. However, PDA
sales are falling as professionals and consumers alike turn
to all-purpose smartphones like the iPhone and the
BlackBerry, which combine a telephone, Internet 
connectivity, and PDA computing power. 

Still, it would be a mistake to say that medical 
handheld computing is nothing but Net. While some
doctors use their smartphones to access software online,
most still rely on native programs, by all accounts—and
not just out of habit. You can’t always count on Internet 
connectivity through cellular lines or wireless networks.
What’s more, software runs a tad slower via the Web. As
Internet connectivity becomes more widespread and 
reliable and online programs speed up, the smartphone’s
Web browser could become the  primary gateway to
medical software. 

The device is only as
good as the software 
To help you narrow down your choices in medical
software, we’ve compiled a list of 10 leading programs
in six major categories—drug reference, general medi-
cine reference, patient tracking, calculators, coding
and charge capture, and e-prescribing. (This roster
updates our article titled “10 great programs for your
PDA,” in the Dec. 2, 2005, issue of Medical Economics
at www.memag.com.) 

In assembling a roster of programs, we received guid-
ance from a panel of eight primary care doctors who also
contributed to our 2005 story. In addition to their 
individual use of handhelds, most of our panelists teach
or write about their applications in medicine. For every 

M

When you practice medicine in the palm 
of your hand, you’ll want a smartphone 

and cutting-edge programs. 
Here are the best.  
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recommended program, we note what handheld 
operating system (OS) it runs on. For years, OS choices
for medical software boiled down to either Palm or 
Windows Pocket PC. In 2008, OS categories are longer
and more complex, with the addition of the BlackBerry
OS, the Symbian OS for Nokia phones, and numerous

permutations of Windows Mobile, the successor to 
Windows Pocket PC. 

With a browser-equipped handheld, however, you
needn’t worry about the operating system. You can 
simply log into the software online. The little device in
your hand is opening up a worldwide web of medicine.

Drug reference

Epocrates Rx 
Source: Epocrates (www.epocrates.com )
Price: Free
Works with: Palm, Windows Mobile, BlackBerry, Web browser

Our medical-software panelists
Internist John Hong, conference speaker, clinical software designer, Washington, DC 
FP Timothy Allen, creator of the FPpda website (www.fppda.com), Cudahy, WI 
Rheumatologist Peter Embi, healthcare IT researcher, conference speaker, Cincinnati 
FP Goutham Rao, IT researcher and author, conference speaker, Pittsburgh 
Internist Charles Shaefer, Augusta, GA 
Pediatrician David Stockwell, creator of the Pediatrics on Hand website
(www.pediatricsonhand.com), Washington, DC 
Internist/pediatrician Salvatore Volpe, IT consultant, conference speaker, Staten Island, NY 
FP Kent Willyard, conference speaker, blogger at The Palmdoc Chronicles (www.palmdoc.net), 
Newport News, VA

John Hong, MD

To call this a drug reference program doesn’t do it jus-
tice. Sure, you can look up more than 3,300 drugs for
continually updated information on dosage, side effects,
and pricing. And the software highlights drug interac-
tions (possibly saving a patient’s life) and compliance
with health plan formularies (possibly saving her
money). In 2006, Epocrates beefed up the program’s
safety features by prominently displaying FDA “black
box” warnings about medications that pose a significant
risk of serious or life-threatening adverse effects.

Epocrates Rx, however, goes beyond Rx. With it, you
can also read breaking medical news; use one of the pro-
gram’s many calculators to predict, say, a patient’s chance of
heart failure; and take a CME course developed in collabo-

ration with academic medical centers and medical societies
like the American College of Cardiology. There are even
some courses that you can complete in just 15 minutes. 

Free is good, but for a modest subscription fee,
Epocrates piles on more useful features. A software pack-
age called Epocrates Essentials, priced at $149 a year,
includes guidelines for treating infectious disease, a refer-
ence tool for lab results, and a diagnosis and treatment
handbook based on The 5-Minute Clinical Consult (see
page 64). “Epocrates Essentials is a Swiss army knife for
a mobile physician,” says internist/pediatrician Sal Volpe
in Staten Island, NY. Volpe’s a member of our software
panel, which unanimously named one version or another
of Epocrates as an indispensable drug reference. 

© Reprinted from MEDICAL ECONOMICS, March 7, 2008  Printed in U.S.A.
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1100 Park Place Suite 300
San Mateo CA 94403
www.epocrates.com

Email us at pharmainfo@epocrates.com
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