
Connecting Health Systems 
to What Matters Most

Consumer-Grade Smartphone 
or Purpose-Built Scanner?
5 Factors for Selecting Your 
Healthcare Data Capture Device



1. Durability: Why Hospital Scanners Need Medical-Grade Plastics

Within mobile-first workforces, the line between consumer technology and industrial tools 
is blurry. Organizations across healthcare, retail, and logistics are increasingly faced with a 
critical hardware question: Can we just use a smartphone, or do we need a barcode scanner?

While smartphones have seemingly become the default choice, picking the best option 
depends entirely on your environment, volume, and long-term goals. To help you decide, we 
have broken down the five critical factors that separate a consumer smartphone from a 
barcode scanner.

PDC’s CR2700 uses disinfectant-ready plastic that withstands 
common hospital cleaning chemicals

The first question is always: Where will the device live? 
Consumer smartphones are designed for personal use, 
and depend on third-party protective cases. However, in 
healthcare and commercial settings—ranging from the 
hospital bedside to the warehouse floor—devices are 
always under duress. Scanners address these concerns with:

The Purpose-Built Advantage 
Dedicated healthcare barcode scanners are developed 
for durability. This means their housings and internal 
components are engineered to withstand repeated 6-foot 
drops onto sheet vinyl-coated concrete flooring and 
frequent moisture exposure.

Disinfectant-Ready Housing 
Critically for healthcare, PDC scanners utilize exclusive 
CodeShield® Plastic disinfectant-ready housings. Unlike 
consumer smartphones and cases, which can become 
brittle or yellow when exposed to the harsh chemicals, 
hospital scanners maintain integrity and a sanitary 
appearance over years of enduring disinfection protocols.

The TCO Factor 
While a smartphone may have a lower upfront cost, its 
Total Cost of Ownership (TCO) often climbs due to frequent 
breakage, the need for specialty protective cases, and 
shorter replacement cycles.

Legacy Interfacing 
In many industries, dedicated scanners often interface with 
host systems that only accept hardware inputs, such as 
keyboard emulation (HID) or RS232.
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2. Scanning Performance: Overcoming 
Glare and Low Light in Clinical Settings 

If your team scans five times a day, a smartphone is 
sufficient. If they scan 500 times a shift, you don’t want 
performance to become a productivity bottleneck. Barcode 
scanners are made to avoid this with:

Dedicated Optics
Dedicated medical scanners, such as those from PDC, use 
specialized imager engines and patented dual-field optics. 
This design features two overlapping lenses (Macro and 
Wide) that allow the device to read both high-density and 
wide-field barcodes in a single scan.

Glare-Reduction Technology
PDC’s scanners are optimized for decoding barcodes on 
transparent or shiny backgrounds, in low light, or on highly 
reflective surfaces. This ensures exceptional first-time 
scanning on damaged, smudged, or poorly printed labels at 
varying distances.

If scanning in demanding areas, ranging from rainy train 
platforms to dim patient rooms, standard, consumer-grade 
smartphones may struggle because of: 

Camera Limitations
Smartphones rely on a general-purpose camera. If 
advanced decoding software isn’t incorporated and 
optimized for your needs, the camera’s native autofocus 
features and shutter speed can lag. This complicates 
scanning in low-light or high-glare environments.

PDC’s barcode scanners are optimized for decoding on 
the shiny, tiny, and curvy surfaces found in healthcare, 
such as hard-to-read IV bags.

Balanced weight distribution gives the CR2700 scanner a 
lightweight feel that minimizes fatigue over 12-hour shifts.
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3. Ergonomics: Reducing Clinician 
Fatigue During 12-Hour Shifts 

Using a scanner should feel like second nature; when 
specifying a device, consider:

The Fatigue Factor 
Scanning with a smartphone usually requires an intentionally 
flat grip and a touchscreen interaction, which can lead to 
wrist strain over a long shift. 

The Trigger Advantage 
Dedicated scanners are ergonomically designed with 
physical triggers and weighted balances that reduce muscle 
fatigue during repetitive tasks, such as inventory counts or 
medication rounds.



5. The Soft-Scan 
Software Bridge
It is important to note that the hardware choice isn’t always 
“either/or.” Many organizations utilize a hybrid approach by 
integrating high-performance mobile decoding software 
(SDKs) into their smartphone fleets. In doing so, their health 
IT and engineering groups select SDKs that bring EHR-
compatible mobile barcode scanning to smartphones through 
professional-grade algorithms. Platform-agnostic SDKs 
like PDC’s CortexDecoder® use proprietary algorithms that 
command camera hardware to read complex barcodes. 

COBO Devices 
Company-owned, business-only (COBO) devices have made 
major inroads thanks to portability. They also allow clinicians 
to multitask, for example, by scanning prescriptions into 
EHRs and then communicating with a cross-departmental 
colleague to further coordinate care. Some organizations 
favor this technical agility, and augment their existing 
scanner fleets with multitasking mobile devices. 
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Barcode Scanning’s Role in Securing the Moment of Trust
Whether you choose the mobility of our EHR-ready SDKs for mobile scanning or the power of a purpose-built scanner, the 
goal remains the same: creating a secure, physical-to-digital thread that eliminates errors, reclaims time, and keeps clinicians 
connected to what matters most—patient care. 

PDC’s hospital-focused scanning hardware and software solutions are pivotal within our Connected Care portfolio of 
identification solutions because they quickly and reliably decode wristbands, prescriptions, labels, and medical supplies. High-
performance clinical data capture doesn’t just streamline POC workflows and EHR data capture, it helps instill confidence 
among clinicians and patients to build moments of trust—with every label and every scan.  

Not sure which path is right for your facility? Contact our US-based health tech team. Our experts can walk you through PDC’s 
full portfolio of healthcare scanners and software, helping you find the right barcode scanning solution to suit your budget, 
facility, and needs. 

pdchealthcare.com
800.435.4242

We’re powered by Brady—a global provider of 
interconnected identification solutions at scale.
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4. Battery Management: Ensuring 
Reliable Power for Patient Care 
Barcode scanning is an energy-intensive task that can stress 
a battery’s service life, so make sure to consider:  

App Drain
On a smartphone, the camera, flash, and processor must all 
fire simultaneously to decode a barcode, which can rapidly 
deplete a battery mid-shift.

Shift-Long Power
Scanners are engineered for power efficiency. Their 
batteries are designed to last a full 8-to-12-hour shift of 
heavy scanning, and offer optional nurses’ station-ready 
accessories, like charging stations and easy-swap batteries, 
so the device never leaves the floor.


