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ABSTRACT
Digital health is evolving rapidly and provides a range 
of opportunities for its use within palliative care. Digital 
interventions could support improvements in care and 
assist with an increasing demand for palliative care. It is 
an increasing area of interest for health professionals, 
patients and the community as well as for policy makers. 
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Australia’s technology use 

ABS data shows that around 86% of Australian 
households have internet access with desktop 
or laptop computers and  smart  phones being 
common  forms  of  connection1.

Internet access is important because it is an 
increasingly important avenue for health 
information access and use. Google reports that 
around one in 20 Google searches are for health- 
related information2. The profile of online health 
consumers includes not only patients but also 
family carers, relatives and friends as well as the 
public in general who may not have a specific health 
problem. This has led to an increasing interest in 
health seeking behaviours in the internet3. There 
is also interest  in what affects consumer use of 
health technology4, and how digital technologies 
can help us understand and advance public health 
and population health initiatives5. 

However, digital inclusion assumes that everyone 
should be able to make full use of digital 
technologies. The Australian Digital
Inclusion Index 2019 shows that Australians with 
low levels of income, education, employment or in 
some regional areas are significantly less digitally 
included6. Technology development must address 
barriers such as price and familiarity and enablers 
such as usefulness and ease of use to support 
technology use and digital inclusion7.
 
Our digital health strategy

The Australian Digital Health Agency has been 
established by the governments of Australia with 
the intent of developing digital health capability 

through innovation, collaboration and leadership. 
It undertook an extensive consultation to develop 
a digital health strategy. Australia’s National Digital 
Health Strategy is predicated on the belief that 
digital information can transform the quality and 
sustainability of health and care. Importantly, in a 
life course approach to health needs, the strategy 
includes end of life as a social point where digital 
health could support outcomes.  

Palliative care context

Palliative care is also increasingly using digital health 
in its care delivery and service practices. A recent 
editorial in Palliative Medicine highlighted three 
connected areas where digital technologies could 
have direct and immediate impact on patients and 
health professionals, namely, the use of electronic 
health records; the ability of patients and family 
caregivers to create, record, gather and share self-
generated health data; and remote monitoring of 
symptoms8. A wide range of technologieshave been 
used in palliative care studies including prototype 
websites, videoconferencing, email prompts, 
telemonitoring and SMS text messaging. Most 
studies used technology to provide information 
or education  or for decision support. A smaller 
proportion used technology to assist with symptom 
assessment or management. The review authors 
noted digital health research in palliative care is 
emergent and that “scalable innovations are sorely 
needed to improve quality of life at EOL while 
reducing the costs of care”9. The need for more 
rigorous evaluation of telehealth interventions was 
echoed in Hancock et al’s review of telehealth use in 
the UK10.



A scoping review of patients’ experiences of 
telehealth in palliative home care suggests that 
the use of telehealth in palliative home care is 
feasible and could improve access to health care 
professionals. Patients seem to experience a 
genuine relationship with their health care
professionals promoting feelings of being cared for 
and secure11.

Phone apps have also enjoyed an increasing rate of 
development and use in palliative care. One review 
identified 46 palliative care applications targeting 
clinicians. The apps covered a range of purposes 
relating to clinical guidelines, advance care planning, 
training materials, and pharmaceutical tools, and 
platforms for distributing current palliative care 
news, articles, and opinions12. A companion review 
focusing on apps for patients and family members 
identified 25 apps. The largest subcategory of
these apps related to advance care planning while 
other apps looked at information provision around 
hospice, grief and bereavement, and end of life or 
legacy creation, enabling users to record messages 
for friends and family and make funeral plans13.
 
Into the future

As digital health platforms and applications 
develop, palliative care  has access to an increasing 
range of digital health opportunities. It is difficult 
to imagine the rapidity and diversity of the digital 
health futures. The Medical Futurist website 
provides an overview of emerging topics such 
as 3D printing, AI, cyborgization, health sensors 
and trackers, space medicine and augmented 
reality. Palliative Care Australia’s opinion piece on 
emerging  technologies highlights the role of data 
at the individual and macro level  in influencing 
medical forecasting and treatments. While clinical 
treatments will be informed by medical advances 
and technologies, the author notes that ‘technology 
needs to be balanced with the counterforce of 
human contact and kindness together with the 
expertise to advise and guide people about what is 
best for them’14.
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