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Letter

Wearable smartwatch 
technology to 
monitor symptoms in 
advanced illness

The development of sensor-
based technologies has led to the 
creation of wearable health moni-
toring systems to provide real-time 
feedback information to support 
health.1 This technology has the 
potential to assist the monitoring 
and management of symptoms 
in advanced disease, such as pain 
management.2 

Within our university, we have 
developed a partnership between 
Computer Science and Palliative 
Medicine to examine the potential 
to use technology to support care for 
people living with advanced illness. 
One outcome of this collaboration 
is the development of a proto-
type smartwatch app to monitor 
pain experienced by patients. Two 
school students, completing a 
summer placement at the Univer-
sity, programmed this software. 
The app facilitates pain assessment 
(in numerical rating and descrip-
tive scale formats) and syncs the 
data with a mobile device to enable 
storage and retrieval of clinically 
relevant health data over time.

The King’s Fund has highlighted 
the potential of new emerging 
technologies to personalise care 
to patients according to individual 
circumstances.3 4 For patients 
living with advanced illness, there 
is potential to use collected sensor 
data (for variables such as move-
ment, heart rate and activities of 

daily living) from wearable devices 
and living environments, to deter-
mine how symptoms (such as pain) 
affect function and quality of life.5

Undoubtedly, the future of 
healthcare is one in which wearable 
devices and associated applications 
will assist the management of health 
and disease. The challenge for clini-
cians and computer scientists is to 
forge collaborative partnerships to 
understand the needs and opportu-
nities available, and develop accept-
able and effective technology.
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