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Plain English summary

We examined the use of electronic health records by emergency ambulance services. There is
considerable variation in patient records among UK ambulance trusts, from entirely paper-based

systems to fully electronic records, despite national policy encouraging the introduction of electronic
health records. We were interested in the effect of using electronic health records on working practices,
and whether or not these records helped ambulance services reduce the number of patients conveyed
to hospital.

Work package 1 was a rapid literature review. Initially, we searched relevant databases using search
terms such as ‘electronic record’, ‘paramedic’ and ‘ambulance’. This search returned 1464 results, which
were whittled down to 18 relevant articles from around the world. These articles covered varying
types of electronic health records and showed varying results. The expected benefits were not always
obtained, but a range of positive benefits were identified.

For work package 2, we interviewed at least one representative of each UK ambulance service. Seven
services were using electronic health records, with varying durations of up to 10 years. Four services
were in the process of introducing electronic systems.

Work package 3 involved a more detailed study of four ambulance services selected for being in
different stages of implementing electronic health records. The study involved focus groups with
paramedics, observations on-board ambulances and interviews with stakeholders in each local health
community and ambulance service.

For work package 4, a dissemination event was held to which a wide range of participants were
invited. The results that had been obtained so far were presented and a lively discussion ensued.

We found that there is no common standard of hardware or software for electronic health records.
Many services were in the process of changing systems. Often, there is indirect data input, with data
entered after the event. There seems to be little direct transfer of data from the devices into the
hospital systems. The devices seem to be used mainly as data stores.
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