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Major Texas City Reinvents Mobile Healthcare Services

Challenge

The City of Houston Fire Department 
(HFD), located in Houston, Texas, is 
responsible for preserving the safety of 
the most populous city in Texas and fourth 
most populated city in the United States. 
With nearly 4,000 active firefighters that 
patrol more than 600 square miles of land, 
HFD protects over 2.2 million people. 

HFD receives roughly 600,000 calls and 
executes more than 400 EMS transports 
every day. Due to the high volume of 
calls, HFD firefighters and ambulances 
oftentimes end up responding to situations 
that don’t require urgent medical attention 
or equipment. With a traditional EMS 
system, a 9-1-1 call is triaged by a 
variety of algorithm-based questions to 
determine the severity of the patient’s 
condition. Often erring on the side of 
caution the dispatcher would summon an 
ambulance to the scene, sometimes only 
to find out that the patient had chronic 
joint pain and simply needed to visit his 
or her primary care doctor. Consequently, 
Houston EMS services were overused and 
the wait time at hospitals was increasingly 
long for patients that didn’t need 
immediate medical assistance. 

As the third largest fire department 
in the country, HFD already had a 
dependable reputation and effective 
system in place for responding to 9-1-
1 calls. However, to become even 
more efficient in helping the low-acuity 
patients, HFD decided to develop a 
mobile solution to accommodate their 
specific needs. HFD had a vision to 
provide more coordinated out-of-hospital 
care to patients that didn’t require an 
unnecessary and costly ambulance ride. 
Since all of the department’s firefighters 
are trained in medical as well as fire 
response, HFD knew that leveraging 
community partnerships and providing 
patients with more strategic on-site care 
would transform its operations and allow 
healthcare providers to collaborate even 
better than before.

While maintaining the foundation of 
traditional healthcare was important to 
HFD, the department also wanted to 
integrate a more modern approach to 
serving its patients. The city had tested 
a variety of services over the years to 
help launch its idea, and as a result 
HFD developed a bold vision that would 
revolutionize decades of traditional 
response tactics. 
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Solutions
• Deployed mobile collaboration 

solution to enable instant 
communication

• Unified fire department, hospital, 
physician and on-site EMS crew 
emergency responses

• Leveraged connections with 
local partnerships for more 
individualized patient care



With Cisco, 
the City of Houston...

Improved efficiency by reducing 
total operation time to as low as 

33 minutes in some cases

Avoided unnecessary hospital 
transports via ambulance in 80 

percent of patients

Reduced medical service 
costs for patients from 
$1,200-2,200 to $220

By leveraging technology in a way that 
was focused on mobilizing processes, 
HFD would be able to prepare efficient 
and informed medical responses. While 
traditional ambulance dispatches are 
still an integral part of how HFD handles 
9-1-1 calls, its mobile solution is the key 
to decreasing the number of emergency 
transports that are not needed for low-
acuity patients. This inspiration and creativity 
ultimately led to the creation of ETHAN.

Solution

ETHAN, or Emergency TeleHealth and 
Navigation, is a project developed by 
HFD that uses video conferencing 
technology to deliver traditional healthcare 
to patients in a modern and innovative 
way. This system enables patients and 
on-site personnel to instantaneously 
communicate face-to-face with qualified 
physicians to help determine the most 
appropriate medical care solution based 
on his or her individual condition.

When HFD receives a call, the crew 
immediately departs. Upon arrival, 
they check the patient’s vitals and 
complete basic health exams. If the crew 
agrees that the patient does not need 
emergency care, they can turn to ETHAN 
to immediately contact a physician using 
Cisco Jabber on the firetruck’s HIPPA-
compliant tablet and high definition 
video-conferencing software. Jabber lets 
the on-site crew access presence, voice, 
video, desktop sharing and conferencing 
right from the firetruck. While the patient 
consults with an emergency physician 
face-to-face, HFD responders continue 
to work with the patient in-person by 
palpating the site of any pain, checking 
vitals or making further physical 
assessments for the physician to see on 
the other end. 

Using observations and information 
provided by the crew on-site, the 
physician uses ETHAN to determine the 
severity of the patient’s condition. 

The physician can then do one of several 
things: take the patient to the hospital via 
ambulance, offer the patient a taxi, paid 
for by the city, to go to the hospital, or 
refer the patient to a clinic, specialist or 
his/her respective primary care provider to 
address his/her health needs. 

Once the physician and crew decide the 
most appropriate option, which over 80 
percent of the time is to visit a clinic or 
hospital by taxi in lieu of an ambulance, 
HFD can instantly connect with local 
partner clinics to check availability and 
book appointments on the spot. The 
patient is even able to choose which clinic 
he or she would prefer to visit. While the 
use of ETHAN never delays the response 
of an ambulance, it gives physicians, on-
site personnel and patients the ability to 
choose the next step in their medical care 
service – something that wasn’t offered 
prior to ETHAN.

With its new technology, HFD is modeling 
the benefits of city-wide collaboration and 
how it can help to provide faster, more 
effective and suitable healthcare services. 
This integrated healthcare EMS program 
is not only minimizing total emergency 
vehicle and responder operation time, 
but it is also giving patients more choices 
and helping the city manage an overflow 
of patients unnecessarily sitting in 
emergency rooms.

Results

Initially, it was ETHAN’s mobility and 
community-wide collaboration capabilities 
that appealed to HFD. However, after the 
department’s pilot of the system concluded 
it decided to deploy ETHAN because of 
the other several unexpected benefits that 
the technology brought to the department, 
hospitals, patients and city.

ETHAN has already made a tremendous 
difference to the city of Houston by 
providing a more efficient and modernized 
version of mobile healthcare services. 
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Since deployment, ETHAN has been 
integral in the response of more than 
7,500 patients and successful in avoiding 
unnecessary transports in more than 
80 percent of them. In other words, 
ETHAN has already prevented over 6,000 
unnecessary hospital transports. The city 
and HFD are saving significant amounts of 
time, money and resources using ETHAN, 
and more importantly are improving 
the quality of healthcare that Houston 
residents receive at the same time.

With its new collaboration solution, 
HFD has also dramatically decreased 
the amount of time it takes to handle a 
low-acuity 9-1-1 call. Responders have 
reduced their total time away from the 
station from an hour and a half down to as 
low as 20 minutes in some cases. In other 
instances, patients are evaluated and 
transported to a hospital or clinic in as low 
as 33 minutes. This virtual communication 
gives patients the opportunity to directly 
reach emergency physicians and receive 
one-on-one care, rather than waiting for 
an ambulance to arrive and then sitting in 
a hospital.

Although the city has reduced a variety of 
vehicle and staffing expenses with ETHAN, 
the citizens and patients of Houston are 
also experiencing significant savings. 
ETHAN has helped save the patients who 
didn’t need emergency room transports 
thousands of dollars in charges, depending 
on the patient’s insurance situation. Each 
ambulance trip ranges anywhere from 
$1,200 to $2,200 and additional thousands 
of dollars once at the hospital. Now, patients 
who use ETHAN and decide to go to a 
local clinic or hospital via taxi save up to 90 
percent of medical care costs and spend as 
little as $220.

In addition to the time and cost savings, 
ETHAN has allowed for the city of Houston 
and HFD to be more prepared and 
accessible during a critical emergency. By 
minimizing the number of times ambulances 
have to transport low-acuity patients, all of 
the personnel, resources and equipment 

remain in service for longer amounts of 
time. Even if HFD responders are on their 
way to service a low-acuity patient and 
a more urgent call comes through while 
they are in route, the station can notify the 
crew by accessing the mobile devices in 
each firetruck to notify and redirect them to 
attend the more pressing situation. 

ETHAN has transformed how the city 
handles emergency healthcare calls 
from department, patient, healthcare and 
firefighter perspectives. This integrated 
collaboration solution coordinates city-wide 
partnerships to make Houston emergency 
healthcare response even more efficient 
by minimizing downtime and the number of 
unnecessary ambulance rides and hospital 
visits. Not only that, but patients across 
the entire city are given the opportunity to 
make choices based on the expert care 
they receive without having to leave their 
own home. ETHAN is the first of its kind 
and has revolutionized Houston healthcare 
by enabling partnerships between 
caregivers and responders to provide high-
quality health services both instantaneously 
and remotely.

Next Steps

While ETHAN has already helped make a 
significant difference in the way the Houston 
EMS responds to medical emergencies, 
HFD still wants to continue improving 
the technology. Currently, HFD is on the 
verge of adopting more of a call center 
atmosphere at the fire department with the 
ability to see who, in the event of a missed 
call, the dispatcher missed a call from and 
have the ability to call the person back. 
Maintaining a high level of transparency and 
collaboration is fundamental to emergency 
response and healthcare services, so this 
next level of communication will further 
position Houston as a leader in integrated 
mobile healthcare services. With ETHAN 
and the foundational technology already in 
place, once the city decides to implement 
more efficient call routing capabilities they 
will be able to seamlessly do so.

“Telemedicine began at NASA 
in the 1950s when we needed 
to monitor the health of the 
astronauts. Now, with ETHAN, 
we can use the ‘21st century’-
version of that technology to 
connect emergency responders 
to physicians - in real time, 
providing care anytime and 
anywhere it is needed.”

Bernard Harris, MD
Former NASA astronaut, current 

President and CEO, Vesalius 
Ventures, The Harris Foundation
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For More Information

To find out more about the Cisco 
Jabber, visit: http://www.cisco.com/
web/products/voice/jabber.html

Products and Services

• Collaboration

• Cisco Jabber Video for TelePresence

• Cisco Unified Communications 
Manager

• Voice Infrastructure and Applications
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