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Abstract

Background: Astheir availability grew exponentially inthelast 20 years, the use of information and communication technol ogies
(ICT) in health has been widely espoused, with many emphasizing their potential to decrease health inequities. Nonetheless, there
isscarce availability of information regarding ICT astoolsto further equity in health, specifically in Latin American and Caribbean
settings.

Objective:  Our aim was to identify initiatives that used ICT to address the health needs of underserved populations in Latin
America and Caribbean. Among these projects, explore the rationale behind the selection of ICT as a key component, probe
perceptions regarding contributions to health equity, and describe the challenges faced during implementation.

Methods: We conducted an exploratory qualitative study. Interviews were completed via Skype or face-to-face meetings using
asemistructured interview guide. Following participant consent, interviewswere audio recorded and verbatim transcriptionswere
developed. All transcriptions were coded using ATLASE 7 software. The text was analyzed for patterns, shared themes, and
diverging opinions. Emerging findings were reviewed by all interviewers and shared with participants for feedback.

Results: Weinterviewed representatives from eight organizationsin six Latin American and Caribbean countriesthat prominently
employed ICT in health communication, advocacy, or surveillance projects. ICT expanded project's geographic coverage, increased
their reach into marginalized or hard-to-reach groups, and allowed real -time data collection. Perceptions of contributionsto health
equity resided mainly in the provision of health information and linkage to health services to members of groups experiencing
greater morbidity because of poverty, remote place of residence, lack of relevant public programs, and/or stigmaand discrimination,
and in more timely responses by authorities to the health needs of these groups as aresult of the increased availability of strategic
information on morbidity and its social determinants. Most projects faced initial resistance to implementation because of lack of
precedents. Their financial and technical sustainability was threatened by reliance on externa funding and weak transitional
structures amidst key staff changes. Projects often experienced challengesin establishing meaningful communication with target
audience members, mainly because of divergent motivations behind ICT use between projects and its target audience and the
lack of access or familiarity with ICT among the most underserved members of such audiences.
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Conclusions:
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ICT can benefit projects focusing on the health needs of underserved populations by expanding the breadth and

depth of target audience coverage and improving data management. Most projectstended to be small, short-term pilot interventions
with limited engagement with the formal health sector and did not include health equity as an explicit component. Collaborative
projects with government ingtitutions, particularly those with health surveillance objectives, seemed to be the most optimistic

about long-term sustainability.

(JMIR Public Health Surveill 2015;1(1):e1) doi: 10.2196/publichealth.4108
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Introduction

It is now widely accepted that social, economic, and
environmental conditions are closely linked to health outcomes
and that differences in these circumstances among a country’s
population contribute to persistent and pervasive health
inequities [1,2]. This rings particularly true to Latin America
and the Caribbean (LAC), regarded as the most persistently
unegual region in the world [3]. While certain reductions have
been recently noted, L AC countriesfeature consistently among
the most unequal nations [4]. Stark levels of inequality are
present in various aspects of everyday life for LAC citizens,
including income, housing, education, employment, and health.
Differences in health outcomes exist both within and among
LAC countries. A regional study in 2010 by the L atin American
Center for Rural Development showed that all nations in the
region have sub-national territories and lag behind the rest of
the country in terms of development indicators and that they
tend to have smaller populations, are more rural, and have a
larger percentage of indigenous or Afro-descendent inhabitants

[5].

Health inequities are closely related to varying levels of power
and access to different resources, including information and
communication technologies (ICT). As their availability grew
exponentially inthelast 20 years, theuse of ICT in health, often
referred to as eHealth, has been widely espoused, with many
emphasizing their potential to decrease health inequities [6,7].
The 58th World Health Assembly in May 2005 adopted
Resolution WHAS58.28, urging member statesto develop eHealth
strategies and recommending the development of a strategic
plan for eHealth; reaching communities, including vulnerable
groups,; and evaluating and sharing knowledge about eHealth
activities to promote equity and equality [8].

Telehealth, in particular, has been at the forefront of the eHealth
field. Defined by the World Health Organization (WHO) asthe
use of ICT by hedlth care professionas for the exchange of
information for diagnosis, treatment and prevention of disease
and injuries, research and evaluation, and continuing education,
telehealth has been one of the most visible, documented, and
celebrated applications of ICT in health. Despite this, leading
experts in health inequities emphasize the critical importance
of addressing social determinants of health (social determinants
of health) beyond exclusive clinical settings. For instance, the
Strategic Review of Health Inequities in England, chaired by
Michael Marmot, unequivocally endorsed the need to address
social determinants from a broader perspective to effectively
reduce health inequities [9]. Similarly, the Final Report of the
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WHO Commission on social determinants of health proposed
three overarching recommendations that equally highlighted
the critical importance of non-clinical factors in health
outcomes: improve the conditions of daily life; tackle the
inequitable distribution of power, money, and resources, and
expand the knowledge base, develop aworkforcethat istrained
in social determinants of health, and raise public awareness
about social determinants of health [10].

These callsfor action emphasize a need to move beyond purely
clinical activitiesin addressing health inequity by establishing
a clear link between social determinants of health and public
health activities. As expressed by WHO Director General,
Margaret Chan, “in its traditional concern with prevention,
public health has much to gain when biomedical approachesto
health and disease are extended by a focus on the true root
causes of ill-health, suffering and premature death” [11]. ICT
may thus have asignificant roleto play in thisextension, beyond
a purely telemedical approach, by serving as a channel to
effectively address social determinants of health and reduce
avoidable inequities in health. This equity-focused public
eHealth approach has been described in the literature. Friede,
Blum, and McDonald advocated for agreater integration of ICT
with public health to enhance disease prevention and health
promotion in underserved popul ations through applicationsthat
improve surveillance systems, communication with the public,
and service provision [12]. At apolitical level, the Ministers of
Health from LAC highlighted the importance of ICT tools as
they incorporated an area of action caled Harnessing
Knowledge, Science, and Technology for Public Health within
the Health Agenda for the Americas in 2007.

With the advent of the Internet and mobile phones, amounting
body of work in the eHealth field has documented reasons for
adoption aswell as challengesfaced by Web-based and mHealth
initiatives in diverse settings [13-15]. A large part of this
literature focused on clinical applications of eHealth, and recent
years have seen an increase in works documenting experiences
in developing nations, particularly in Africa—adeparture from
theinitial focusin the developed world [16-19].

Nonetheless, thereis currently scarce availability of information
regarding ICT as tools to further equity in health specifically
in LAC settings. In 2010, the Latin American Economic
Commission (CEPAL) highlighted the experiences of six
projects in the region that specifically dealt with ICT and
inequities, presenting initiatives in six distinct clinical areas:
clinical/management systems, unique persona identifiers,
remote medical appointments, electronic clinical history,
electronic medical prescriptions, and telemedicine. However,
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the report did not include examples of the use of ICT beyond
clinical settings and the impact they could have on social
determinants of health [20].

Furthermore, and despite widespread enthusiasm for at least
the clinical applications of eHeadth in diverse circles, a
consensus statement disseminated by thematic experts at the
WHO Global eHealth Evaluation Meeting in 2011 urged the
continued identification of the barriersto undertaking and using
evaluation in eHealth, make recommendations to overcome
them, and identify gaps in knowledge where better evidence
could increasethe appropriate use, scale, and impact of eHealth
in resource-limited settings [21].

In response to this knowledge gap, and as part of the Public
eHealth, Innovation & Equity in Latin America and the
Caribbean (eSAC) project, we conducted an exploratory study
among eHealth initiativesin LAC to assessthe rationale behind
the selection of ICT as a significant project component, probe
perceptions regarding contributions to health equity, and
describe the challenges these projects faced when conducting
their activities. This paper presentsthe main results of this study
in an attempt to capture the experience of projects whose
activities dealt with what we considered a particularly
understudied purpose (focused on health of vulnerable groups)
in a particularly understudied setting (Latin America and the
Caribbean). The eSAC project, a joint initiative between the
University of Toronto and the Pan American Health
Organization (PAHO) and funded by the International
Development Research Centre (IDRC), aimed to contribute to
the advancement of equity in health in LAC by exploring the
intersection of 1CT, public health and equity, and fostering the
establishment of a virtual community of practice around this
intersection.

Methods

Sample Selection

A qualitative research design was selected to allow for an
in-depth understanding of the experiences of initiatives that
used | CT to address the health needs of underserved populations
in LAC. A purposeful sample of projects was selected using
specific criteria. To be considered, projects needed to address
a public health issue in LAC, have ICT as a key element in
project implementation, include an equity component, and be
in implementation at the time of the study or completed during
the 2 years previousto theinterview. For purposes of this study,
traditional media, such as radio, television, and landline
telephones were not included in our definition of ICT. Because
many public health programs did not explicitly mention equity
in their objectives or mission statement, we considered the
equity criterion to be met if the project addressed a public health
need in atraditionally underserved population, such as highly
stigmatized groups, rural communities, underprivileged urban
areas, youth, or ethnic minorities. Programs that completed
projects more than 2 years prior to the time of the interview,
but that continued implementing other ICT public health
interventions in the region were still considered for inclusion,
given the implementing organi zation”s continuous engagement
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with public eHealth. Inlight of the study team’s language skills,
only participants fluent in English or Spanish were considered.

Data Collection

Potential participantswereidentified by areview of the mapping
of eHealth projects in LAC conducted by the Public eHealth
Equity and Innovation in Latin America and the Caribbean
(eSAC) project, publically available at the project’s platform,
aswell as a scoping review of such interventions conducted in
2012/2013 as part of the eSAC project. This was completed by
an expert elicitation process, a structured approach to
systematically consult experts on uncertain issues [22]. We
contacted four subject-matter expertsin the eHealth and equity
field in LAC—three with academic backgrounds and one from
an international public health agency. We shared study
objectives, selection criteria and the preliminary list of
participants, and asked for additional potential candidates. As
aresult of these activities, alist of 18 projects was developed,
all of which were contacted viaemail message or contact request
forms at project websites. Out of these, 11 projects responded
and 8 agreed to participate in the study.

A semistructured interview guide was developed and piloted
with representatives from two projects in Chile and Mexico.
Recommendations from the pilot were incorporated into the
guestionnaire. Interviews were conducted by trained members
of the study team using Skype or face-to-face meetings (when
theinterviewer and participant lived in the same city) and lasted
between 45 minutes and 1 hour and 30 minutes. Interviewers
followed this guide to address specific topics, including project
background, objectives, activities, monitoring and evaluation
practices, rationalefor ICT tool selection, perception of project’s
impact on health inequities, main facilitators, and challenges,
and awareness of other eHealth projects. Following participant
consent, interviews were audio recorded and verbatim
transcriptions were devel oped.

Analysis

Astheinterviewsweretranscribed, apreliminary list of primary
themes was identified. These themes became the basis for the
first codebook that defined each thematic code. Given
transcriptions were devel oped in participant’s native languages
(both Spanish and English), abilingual study team member was
responsible for coding the interviews. All transcriptions were
inputted and coded using ATLASt7 software (Scientific
Software Development Gmb). During coding, emerging codes
wereidentified and added to the codebook. Memos werewritten
during the process to record our impressions and reflections.
Repeated reading of the transcripts facilitated familiarization
with the data. Once coding was completed, text was retrieved
using ATLA St query functionsand analyzed for patterns, shared
themes, and diverging opinions. Emerging findings were
reviewed by all interviewers and shared with al participants
for feedback. While three of them responded thanking the study
team for their participation, no technical feedback wasreceived.
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Results

Sample Description

A total of 8 participantsrepresenting an equal number of projects
agreed to participate. Four projectswere based in South America
(Colombia, n=2, and one each for Chile and Peru), two in the
Caribbean (one each from Barbados, Haiti), and two from
Central and North America (one each from Mexico, Guatemal a).
Projects predominantly addressed communicable diseases (n=5):
two dealt with HIV/AIDS and one each with water-borne
infections (mostly cholera), tuberculosis, and dengue fever. Two
projects focused on non-communicable diseases and one dealt
with juvenile bullying. While project objectives were more
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frequently related with health communications (n=5), such as
behavior change or health promotion, two projects dealt with
public health surveillance and one with advocacy and political
incidence. Projects predominantly used mobile phone text
messages as their main implementation channel (n=5), but two
projectsweremainly delivered through social media, particularly
Facebook, and one through online games. International agencies
congtituted the main funding source for most projects (n=5),
although one each were primarily supported by a local
government, a private business organization or an academic
organization. One project was a mixed initiative between an
international agency and a private business organization. Table
1 summarizes the characteristics of participating projects, by
country, fields of work, ICT channel, and funding source.
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Table 1. Profile of participating projects, by country, fields of work, and funding source (N=8).

Characteristics N
By country
Barbados 1
Chile 1
Colombia 2
Guatemala 1
Haiti 1
Mexico 1
Peru 1
By morbidity cause
Communicable diseases
Dengue fever 1
Water-borne infection (mainly cholera) 1
HIV/AIDS 2
Tuberculosis 1
Non-communicable diseases (NCD)
General NCD 1
Smoking-related NCD 1
Injury
Juvenile bullying 1
By technical field of work
Advocacy and political incidence 1
Health communications 5
Public health surveillance 2
By main ICT channel used
Moabile phone text messages 5
Gaming (online) 1
Social Media (mainly Facebook) 2
By main funding source
Academic 1
International agency 5
Mixed (Private/I nternational agency) 1
National government 1
By origin of main funding source
International 5
Mixed (National and international) 1
National 2

Results are presented around three main themes that convey
key aspects of project design and implementation. First, we
explore the rationale behind the selection of ICT as the main
channel to implement a public heath project targeting
underserved populations, instead of alternative, non-ICT
channels. Second, and in light of projects’ focus on underserved
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populations, we probe perceptions of contribution to health
equity. Finally, we analyze the challenges faced by participants
during project implementation and discuss the main coping
strategies adopted to address these. Table 2 presents the main
subthemes identified in each one of these three main themes.
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Table 2. Main themes and subthemes: Rationale behind ICT use, perceptions of impact on health equity, and challenges to program implementation.

Main theme Subthemes

Rationale behind theuse of ICT for public health projectstargeting under served populations

Expansion of geographic and socia reach

Real time data management
Interaction enabler

Per ceptions of impact on health equity

Access to health information and services

Data for decision making

Virtual peer support
Challenges

Internal

Lack of precedents

Technical and financia sustainability

External

Lack of meaningful interaction

Unfamiliarity with ICT
Data ownership

Rationale Behind the Use of I nformation and
Communication Technologies for Public Health
Projects

Expansion of Geographic and Social Reach

The ability to expand geographic or target-audience coverage
rates, often with little or no economic investment, featured
prominently as a reason to select ICT as a central project
component.

These powerhouses of platforms [Twitter and
Facebook] ...are a very effective and cheap form of
communication for us because the campaign was
spread over many territories. When you look at trying
to advertise and communicate with such a wide
audience for a small civil society organization that
would be very difficult [ otherwise].

ICT also increased the depth of program scope by facilitating
connection with stigmati zed, hard-to-reach popul ations—often
the most vulnerable, isolated, and who suffer most from health
inequities. The selection of aspecific ICT varied depending on
the characteristics of target audiences. Social media, Facebook
in particular, were often selected when the program intended
to reach younger audiences, broad national or regional
congtituencies, or harder-to-reach groups that shared a
stigmatized behavior.

Overall coverage was minimal in groups like men
who have sex with men... you will not find many of
them in public venues because of stigma and
discrimination. Because they don’t wish to be
perceived as gay, they become hermetic, hidden.
Social media have helped us most to reach thisgroup.

http://publichealth.jmir.org/2015/1/el/

The greater availability of mobile phones among economically
disadvantaged and rural populationsdrew many projectstorely
on text messages, instead of social mediaor mobile phone apps.
In these cases, target audiences had no or limited access to
computers, mobile phones, and/or Internet access.

People with tubercul osis are the most vulnerable, the
poorest; we assumed that we would be able to reach
themthrough text messages. e could have devel oped
an app, but it would reach the youngest only and
would be more complex [for users]. Our idea wasto
go down to basics, the most commonplace at thetime,
which | believe is still the text message.

Some projects adopted amixed approach. For instance, a project
used social mediato communicate with membersin the capital
and other large urban areas, while interventions in rural and
other remote regions relied predominantly on text messages.

Real Time Data Management

For health surveillance projects, ICT allowed for more effective
survey recruitment and rea time data management. This
improved data accessibility, facilitated data quality assessments,
and allowed for improved monitoring of program activities.

SMIS text messages were the most efficient and
economical way we found for data to flow from the
fild. The system gives access to first-hand
information, directly from the field, from any corner
of the country in an almost real time. Public health
benefits from access to this data.

The real time ability to report and track [text
messages] was one of the critical aspects of the
project that was able to benefit us and if the project
was to be replicated it would be something that we
would definitely recommend.
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I nteraction Enabler

ICT aso brought added value by allowing audience members
to become active participants in content creation or
communication, beyond mere recipients of information. The
dynamic, self-generating characteristic of ICT was highlighted
as one of its most valuable and promising features:

ICT enables usersto produce content. It then becomes
an [ educational] material that does not end. Our idea
is to get to a point where audiences can continue to
create material, being a direct player in this
construction.

Participants perceived that eHealth was still in its early
development and that projects such astheirs represented thetip
of theiceberg in regardsto thefield"s potential to address other
public health concerns. Several participants, while sharing the
enthusiasm, stressed the importance of keeping thefocusonthe
project’s public health objectives, rather than in the ICT
themselves, and stressed the need for further research and
evaluationin thefield.

Many timeswe think that the project isthe technology
itself, the act of sending text messages. To be honest,
we could have done this[implement the project] ina
different way. The good thing is that, since the
beginning, we thought about the problem we faced,
adherenceto treatment, and that this [ text messages]
was the way in which we could address it in a
cheaper, simpler, and more innovative way.

Per ceptions of Impact on Health Equity

Overview

For purposes of this study, we avoided a prescribed definition
of equity. Instead, we adopted amore exploratory approach that
allowed usto understand the perception of participantsregarding
their project’s contribution to health equity.

Access to Health I nformation and Services

Perceptions of contributions to health equity resided mainly in
the provision of health information and linkageto health services
to members of groups experiencing greater morbidity because
of poverty, remote place of residence, lack of relevant public
programs, and/or stigma and discrimination. In some cases,
projects also included a component to effectively link
individuals with health services. This was also considered to
contribute to health equity, especially considering that many of
these individuals faced barriers that had previously prevented
their access to health services:

Teenagers are not included in any regular program
and have no clear alternatives to quit smoking. We
are reducing inequity by working with groups with
little accessto health, but who have a cellular phone.

Data for Decision Making

Among surveillance projects, participants mentioned that their
activities increased the availability of strategic information on
morbidity and its social determinants among underserved
populations, leading to improved prevention activitiesand timely
responses by Ministries of Health. Perception among participants
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wasthat information generated by projects served asacatalyzer
for long-overdue health service provision to isolated and
marginalized groups:

Now, people living in isolated and rural mountain
areas are covered by the same system as people in
the capital....Before, two days walks were needed to
reach some communities, but now the information
gets to the central post and the system generates an
immediate alert.

Virtual Peer Support

Another perception of contribution to health equity was the
development of virtual self-help groups among people with a
specific ailment that eased the psychological burden of disease,
created a sense of community, and contributed to improved
health outcomes. This was particularly stressed by projects

addressing highly stigmatized diseases, like human
immunodeficiency virus (HIV):
This tool [text-based messages] provided
the...confidentiality that many participants

sought...Adequate emotional support [through the
mHealth group] became a crucial factor in facing
daily life,
Nonetheless, some participants expressed caution in the
assessment of contributionsto the reduction of health inequities
because of the lack of robust evaluations and concernsregarding
the exclusion of the most vulnerable:

The other obviousbiasisthat subscribersto our [text
message] system are likely more familiar with
technology and will perceiveit as a more useful tool.
This makes us ask ourselves: will we generate a
greater gap in relation to the destitute, poorest, or
older citizens?

Challengesto Project Implementation

Overview

Participant narratives revealed both interna and external
challenges when implementing eHealth interventionsfor public
health. Internal challenges, referring to obstacles occurring
within the organization, were described at different stages of
project implementation: resistance to roll out at early phases
and uncertainty in project impact and sustainability toward their
end. External challenges, on the other hand, refer to barriers
arising from projects’ interaction with its target audiences,
partners and other outside stakeholders, and were experienced
mostly during the implementation stage.

Internal Challenges

Lack of Precedents

Many participants faced resistance or skepticism to the
introduction of eHealth activities during the initial phases of
implementation. In projects operating within organizations
where many employees were unfamiliar with ICT, the
incorporation of anew ICT element was perceived asan increase
in work load that also provided for more intense, unrelenting
oversight by off-site supervisors. In other cases, initial tepid
responses arose from the lack of precedents:
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When people don’t understand the benefit [ of using
ICT] they feel they have one more task to do, that
there is one more eye watching over them every day.
The perception is that they are now forced to report
this new information, that a new inspector iswatching
themon a daily basis.

Technical and Financial Sustainability

The lack of sustainability, or project capacity to maintain
activities, products and outcomes over time, constantly featured
as asignificant challenge. Participant narratives described two
domains of sustainability challenges. financial and technical.
Funding instability loomed as a permanent challenge and
became arelentless concern among participants, asinternational
agencies were the most common source of support among
sampled projects. From atechnical perspective, projects faced
the threat of lack of continuity amidst staffing changes,
particularly when the person who was more closely linked to
project implementation transitioned to another position or
organization:

Animportant lessonisthat it isimportant to transmit

and share these experiences to give more

sustainability in time beyond the people [originally

implementing the project].
Faced rather frequently with these sustainability challenges,
projects often recurred to the establishment of partnershipswith
a diverse set of stakeholders as a strategy to enhance their
feasibility. These included collaborations with Ministries of
Health, traditiona media outlets, mobile phone service
providers, community leaders, universities, and existing
networks of ICT enthusiasts:

| try to invite and involve the private sector, especially
those willing to engage in corporate social
responsibility...l also try to involve students. | act as
a talent hunter among these talented youth,
highlighting the opportunity they haveto build a name
for themselves and showcase their talent.

Participants working in collaborative projects with government
ingtitutions were the most optimistic about long-time
sustainability:

This system is not expected to end anytime; it does
not have a final date. It's a tool that's been
incorporated into the organization’s management.

This feeling was even stronger in projects that operated within
settings where there was a perception of broader, higher-level
support for ICT as part of national policy, instead of the result
of acompartmentalized, discrete collaboration between aproject
and a specific government entity. Such a scenario was described
by participants from Colombia:

The ICT Ministry and Ministry of Culture are very
interested in promoting the use of ICT in different
subjects...the stage is set for those interested in
working in this, [ICT] when the stateisinterested in
Sponsoring.

The ICT Ministry has well defined objectives. If one
approaches them with an idea, they are very open to
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it. Thisfacilitated our entry into workplace sites [ for
the study].

Beyond the obvious objective of gaining financia sustainability,
partnerships were also seen as a strategy to engage with
communities, obtain their buy-in, and achieve project objectives.
Identifying and partnering with key, local opinion leaders was
associated with a greater access to implement project activities
and a better response from local audiences.

We quickly identified. . .that the most effective way for
the campaign to work is if people on the ground,
within the community, take up the campaign. We were
able to identify through civil society organizations
some team leaders that had the time, the ability and
networking to achieve things...Countries where we
had strong champions, out there pushing it with their
voice and speaking to their communities, we saw a
much better response to the campaign.

One thing I've learned through this pilot is {to
understand} the interaction among something new,
like technology, and social structures, which tend not
to vary. Even if internet is widely available, the
community isstill in place and isan important factor.

While partnershipswith amyriad of actorsfeatured prominently
in the narratives, the establishment of such with other projects
implementing public eHealth projects did not surface during
the study, despite most participants being aware to some degree
of other projects employing ICT in public health, particularly
those implemented in the same city or surrounding areas. Very
few participants mentioned initiatives beyond their country.

External Challenges

Lack of Meaningful Interaction

For behavior change interventions, the main external challenge
was the difficulty of establishing meaningful communication
with target audience members through social media channels.
Social mediawas often perceived as a de-personalized channel
poorly suited for establishing the often long-term interaction
required for successful behavior change:

Behavior change is not easy to venture into, even in
face-to-face interactions when you have a more
human, closer relationship. Let alone through a
computer where all sorts of manipulation can take
place.

Further, participants described divergent purposes behind the
use of social media among project workers and target audience
members. While projects intended to transmit health-related
content, the audience mainly used social mediafor entertainment
reasons, projects reported that they could disseminate much
information but receive little feedback back. Additionally,
projects expressed difficulty transmitting health content in a
guantity and format that complied with both project objectives
and audience’s needs and interests:

The reasons why people use social media are
completely different than ours, which are morelinked
to health, prevention, or education. Many use these
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media to meet [ sexual partners], interact with friends,
or establish relationships.

Unfamiliarity With Information and Communication
Technologies

Thelack of familiarity with ICT was an obstacle to reach some
of the most vulnerable target audience members, and in some
casesrequired apersonalized responseto help theseindividuals
join and participate. Thisrang particularly true for projectsthat
addressed the hedth needs elderly and economically
disadvantaged groups:

An older, illiterate woman living with HIV from a
very low economic status was very keen in
participating [inthevirtual support group] ...shehad
difficulties using mobile phones and we had to create
a special communication code to ease her use of
technology.

Data Owner ship

Projects that established partnerships with private service
providersfaced issueswith mobile phone user data management
and ownership, hampering their ability to establish a fluid
communication with target audience members. Deficient mobile
network and Internet servicesin remote areaswere a so reported:

The messages went into the different mobile providers
systems, into their database, and we then were at the
mercy of those providersto push that data back to us.

Discussion

Principal Results

Among our sample of initiatives, ICT was incorporated as a
pivotal element of project implementation for a variety of
reasons, most notably the expansion of project geographic
coverage, the potential to better access hard-to-reach audiences,
perceived low cost, and the improvement of data management
and availability. Participant narratives indeed illustrated the
edgethat ICT can bring to projects addressing the health needs
of underserved populations. From improving acountry’s ability
to respond to a water contamination emergency in an isolated
rural village, mobilizing large numbers of people to obtain
political support for alargely unattended public health problem,
or connecting members of a stigmatized group with
much-needed prevention services, participants strongly
conveyed the critical role played by ICT in addressing public
health issues among these vulnerable groups.

Despite these promising accomplishments, participant narratives
equally articulated the significant challenges faced during project
implementation.

In an environment where pilot projects seemed to be the norm,
sustainability was a clear, forefront concern, particularly when
activities were primarily supported by international funding or
when teams experienced transitions in leadership or key
technical staff. Asif tagged with an expiry date, projects often
operated within a “pilot mode”, with a strong commitment to
achieve clearly defined outputs but without a clearly defined
sustainability plan. With the exception of surveillance focused

http://publichealth.jmir.org/2015/1/el/
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projects, most interventions did not engage actively with local
government structures.

The strong drive among projects to engage with adiverserange
of mostly local stakeholders—community leaders, academics,
government officials, the private sector—can be interpreted as
a clear, concerted effort to enhance sustainability through
partnerships. It aso seems to reveal an acknowledgement of
the significant effect that pre-existing, confounding societal
factors can exert in project success or failure. Even when
eHealth is touted as an innovative departure from traditional
public health approaches and relies on novel channelslike social
media, apps, and text messages, these projects came to operate
into pre-existing social systems aready shaped by their own
nuanced determinants. Participants described how issues like
unegual access to ICT among the most vulnerable (often
disguised in thriving ICT penetration rates), persistent stigma
and discrimination, or demotivated workforces can inherently
affect project capacity to make even the smallest dent in
reaching their expected health objectives. For instance, several
participants described how the most vulnerable often lacked
access or familiarity with ICT and reliable Internet or phone
services—the very channels for program implementation. In
the case of mHealth interventions, the lack of clearly defined
data ownership and access impeded their ability to effectively
use customer information for project monitoring and
communi cating back with consenting target audience members.

Although its benefits were widely acknowledged, the perception
of social mediaand mobile phone apps as exclusionary channels
lingered among many participants. Thiswas strongly linked to
the understanding that use of both of these required accessto a
computer or smart phone, as well as Internet service—all of
which were limited or unavailable to target audiences. This
perception, paired with the ubiquitous nature of mobile phones,
prompted several projects to choose text messages as the
preponderant delivery channel in their interventions. Even in
the case of projects whose target audience was composed by
tech-savvy youth, who were purportedly more likely to have
accessto and familiarity with |CT, their motivation behind using
these technol ogies was often unrelated to health; striking their
interest and engagement for health-related purposed thus became
a challenge. Regarding networking among these projects,
geographical proximity seemed to weigh substantially in the
awareness of other interventions, even more than other
potentially bonding factors like employment of the same ICT
tool or working towards tackling a similar public health issue.

Recommendations

Projects should employ acombination of strategiesto overcome
the pilot phase where so many currently stumble; addressing
sustai nability issues from the earliest phases of project design,
incorporating program activities into existing government
structures, identification of additional sources for renewed
funding (including self-generated revenue), and a greater
emphasis on capacity building and procedure standardization.
mHealth projects establishing partnerships with private service
providers should negotiate early on legal issues that could
hamper their access to participant data.
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Formative research prior to project kick-off and routine
monitoring during implementation may help identify potential
drawback factors, such as lack of familiarity with ICT or
difficulties in establishing meaningful interactions with target
audiences. Projects should be ready to design and adapt custom
solutions to address these confounding factors.

There seems to be potential for enhanced interaction and
collaboration among eHealth practitionersand local stakeholders
in close proximity, like policy makers, decision makers,
academics, and field enthusiasts. Initiatives promoting public
eHealth communities of interest and/or practice could consider
a two-tiered approach that stimulates, on the one hand,
interaction and potential collaborationwith more“local clusters’
of eHealth practitioners with a heightened likelihood of some
type of face-to-face interaction, while, on the other hand,
supporting the integration of these local clustersinto abroader,
regional network. Thelikelihood of local clustersemerging and
operating regularly would likely be influenced by the context
of eHealth support and practice in each city or country.

Limitations

This research paper is based on in-depth interviews with eight
projects and results cannot be extrapolated to all interventions
of thisnaturein LAC. Results are based on participant narratives
that may include biases of memory selectiveness and attribution.
While all organizations that implemented the selected projects
were till operating at the time of the interview, two of the
projects were completed more than 2 years ago, so thereis a
possible memory biasin someinterviews. Most interviewswere
conducted in Spanish. Thus, a trandation bias may have
occurred when citing quotes, which have been trandated to
English.

Areasfor future research include adeeper analysisof eHealth's
potential to reduce health inequitieswithin protractedly unequal
societies, the operationalization of equity in ICT-supported
health projects, and the exploration of alternative models of
sustainability for projectsof thisnature, including the feasibility
of self-generated revenue.

Comparison With Prior Work

The potential and benefits of the use of ICT in health have been
extensively touted and helped support the unbridied optimism
that has often surrounded the early stages of design and
implementation of eHealth initiatives in developing countries
[2,6]. Mirroring results from our study, ICT have been credited
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with increasing reach and raising awareness of health issues
among hard to reach groups and offering a more cost-effective
way to providetailored services[23]. From aLAC perspective,
most publications have focused on the experience of a specific
intervention, particularly in the telehealth field, rather than on
a collective perspective on common challenges and perceived
impact on equity, which we believe is the main contribution of
this paper. While positive short-term outputs and outcomes of
eHealth interventions in LAC have been reported in several
studies, the analysis of project impact on health inequities and
sustainability are still mostly unexplored and additional research
on these topics has been strongly advocated [24,25]. The lack
of exposureto computer/Internet technol ogy among vulnerable
groups and the need for broader partnershipsto guarantee project
survival beyond pilot phases have also been evidenced earlier
and are aspects that need to be addressed in equity-focused
health interventions [19,26-28].

Conclusions

ICT may contribute to improved outcomes for projects
addressing the health needs of vulnerable populations by
expanding geographic coverage, increasing reach into
marginalized or hard-to-reach groups, alowing real-time data
collection and transforming target audiences from passive
recipients into content disseminators and creators. While most
projects did not include the concept of health equity as an
explicit project component, they clearly perceived their
contributions to health equity in the provision of hedth
information and linkage to health services among members of
groups suffering from greater morbidity because of poverty,
remote place of residence, lack of relevant public programs,
and/or stigmaand discrimination, and in moretimely responses
by authorities to the health needs of these groups as a result of
the increased availability of strategic information on morbidity
and its social determinants. Projects tended to be small pilot
interventions with limited engagement with the formal health
sector. Their financial and technical sustainability was
threatened by reliance on external funding and weak transitional
structures within the organizations. Collaborative projectswith
government ingtitutions seemed most optimistic about
sustainability. Projects experienced challenges in establishing
meaningful communication with target audience members,
mainly because of divergent motivations behind ICT use
between projects and its target audience and the lack of access
or familiarity with ICT among the most underserved members
of such audiences.
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