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Facing up to  
the R word By Martin Wooler

Remote medical 
monitoring By Keith Schleiffer

T
he spiralling cost of 
healthcare provision 
in the United States 
has been front page 

news for a decade and has 
spawned a raft of schemes 
and initiatives. The simple, 
undeniable fact is that better 
health outcomes provide 
economic benefit. Helping 
chronic patients stay healthy 
means costs saved by fewer 
emergency hospital visits and 
a smaller drugs bill. 

One area that is attracting 
considerable interest and a 
corresponding increase in 
activity at the moment is 
the electronic transmission 
of health information in the 
niche of monitoring chronic-
care patients. As the financial 
benefits become clearer, 
monitoring processes are 
gaining momentum.  

The Center for Medicare and 
Medicaid Systems (CMS), 
the US government agency 
managing healthcare  
expenses for the elderly and 
the poor, is in the middle of 
pilot studies exploring how 
to better serve and manage 
chronic patients, such as those

with diabetes or congestive 
heart failure. The pilot studies 
are focused on reducing the 
number of hospitalisations 
for these chronic patients. 
Electronic access to the 
patient’s daily vital signs 
information is part of the 
monitoring process for several 
of these pilot activities.  

We have already seen Intel®, 
a company best known for its 
microprocessors, obtain US 
Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) clearance for its first 
regulated medical device 
in July 2008. Intel’s product, 
the Health Guide, is to be 
used to connect patients to 
their care givers, as well as 
to support more personal 
communication. Intel 
intends that the Health 
Guide provide a broad 
range of communications 
opportunities for monitored 
patients to stay in contact 
with their circle of friends 
and family. The model is that 
more intimate patient contact 
will help ensure problems 
can be detected earlier in 
support of more cost-effective 
intervention.  

The broad issue facing 
America is geographic 
separation of family units: 
whereas previously it was 
not uncommon for three 
generations to live together 
under one roof (as they still  

do in many other countries), 
now they may not even 
live in the same time zone. 
The specific challenge 
is the development of 
purpose-built computers 
and a telecommunications 
infrastructure that provide a 
more effective link despite the 
distance between individuals.  

In the coming few years, we 
expect to see strong growth 
for products to monitor 
patients at home. Developing 
products for medical 
monitoring requires effective 
integration of a wide range 
of technologies. There are 
also competing needs and 
requirements that have to be 
balanced. Typically these may 
include:

•	 the sensors of regulated 
medical devices 

•	 user-friendly consumer 
electronics 

•	 secure and flexible 
telecommunications 
connections 

•	 a support service to monitor 
the data transmitted.

Even after the integration, 
good technology alone isn’t 
enough. Technology can be 
intimidating, especially to  
the elderly, so good design  
is essential to success. In the 
ideal product, the patient 
will experience the benefits 
instead of the technology.  

This convergence is creating 
opportunities for companies 
prepared to integrate these 
disparate functions.  

Pulse oxymetry, for example, 
is increasingly used in home 
settings for patients at risk of 
hypoxia due to pulmonary or 
neural disorders. Tracking the 
trend of hypoxic events can 
help diagnose the reasons for 
the disorder.  We have recently 
shown how pulse oxymetry 
data can be collected on a 
mobile telephone and passed, 
via the mobile network data 
channels, to a server, where 
individual patient trends can 
be monitored.

It is important not to overlook 
the service element of this 
trend. Monitoring devices are 
only as good as the back-office 
services that convert data into 
actionable information. In the 
near term, the customer for 
monitors will be organisations 
responsible for the care of 
chronic patients. A monitoring 
product that offers a complete 
solution will support data 
aggregation and a strong 
communications technology 
to support high-touch patient 
contact.
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I
n the UK media – and 
elsewhere – the talk 
is increasingly of 
imminent recession, 

fuelled by falling house 
prices, increased energy 
and food costs, and crises 
in the financial markets.

There seems little scope for 
Government help in the face of 
a global downturn which some 
pundits say may not reverse 
until 2010. But even though 
there may be tough times 
ahead, this could be the ideal 
time to invest in new products 
and services. 

Inevitably, many businesses 
are starting to cut back 
where they can, especially in 
their use of oil-derived raw 
materials and energy intensive 
processes, areas where costs 
have risen considerably in 
the last year. We are finding 
that our Product Challenge 
service is proving particularly 
useful in this context, as it is a 
process designed to completely 
re-evaluate the specification, 
technology and manufacture 
of existing products. We aim 
not just to shave costs, but also 
to produce radical economies 
of (typically) between 20% to 
40%, while greatly improving 
performance and profitability.

But managing costs is just 
part of the picture. To survive 
a recession, and emerge 
stronger when the market 
starts to revive, a business 

must look further than its 
existing product line, and 
consider strategic innovation 
across its operations. In our 
experience, the best way  
to save and restore profit 
margins and build market 
share – particularly in the 
face of lower labour-cost 
competitors – is to develop 
clearly differentiated products 
and services, especially those 
which can take advantage of 
the new opportunities which  
a recession inevitably reveals. 

The development of ‘green’ 
products and ‘cleantech’ 
services is one such example. 
Innovation in this area has 
taken on a new impetus, 
with consumers keener than 
ever before to use products 
which not only ‘help’ the 
environment but which also 
offer tangible and immediate 
energy savings. 

Another area is the 
development of added-value 
services which are directly 
allied to existing successful 
products – services which can 
both build customer loyalty 
and provide feedback on 
customer use, leading to even 
better products in the future.

Further opportunities may 
also emerge by improving 
the software element of a 
product, especially if it enables 
the delivery of different 
functionalities, achieved while 
exploiting the economies 
offered by using a common 
software platform.

Despite the clouds now 
gathering on the economic 
horizon, businesses must 
continue to look to the future 
if they are to survive the storm. 
Companies already exploiting 
our specialist product design 
and development expertise are 
even now starting to identify 
their customers’ needs in a 
post-recession world; they 
want to capitalise on the 
demand that will inevitably 
emerge by creating truly 
innovative products and 
services that will both satisfy 
and shape future markets. If 
your competitors already have 
one eye on economic recovery, 
perhaps you should too?
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