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Executive Summary

There’s no denying that the COVID-19 pandemic has mobilized the 
healthcare industry to finally acknowledge and move to reconcile the depth 
and breadth of inequity in healthcare. Even now as the country moves into 
an endemic phase of the disease, health equity as a concept has remained 
in the headlines. The reason why is simple: disparities in care existed 
before COVID-19 and will continue to persist long after unless the industry 
maintains the current commitment to drive innovative practices, policies, 
programs, and increasingly technologies, to combat the circumstances that 
exacerbate inequity.

Despite considerable investment and extensive discussion within healthcare, tangible progress 
remains slow. For all the solutions being proposed, critical gaps remain in what is understood 
about the prevalence of the socioeconomic factors impacting health outcomes and the efficacy 
of interventions. While there is an abundance of data available, the industry is still largely 
measuring these problems at a population level—when meaningful change needs to come at a 
patient level.

To effectively understand, address, and solve for disparities in care, healthcare stakeholders 
must give patients a platform to be heard, understood, and supported. Truly advancing health 
equity in a meaningful way requires the patient voice be integrated into healthcare delivery, 
merging the life of the patient more directly with their clinical path. Only then will the industry 
have the nuanced, actionable data and real-world intelligence needed to effectively drive 
change. 
 
While the ultimate solution will optimize 
how people and processes intersect with 
technology to deliver this change, the uptick 
in consumer behavior in healthcare (along 
with the rapid adoption of digital health tools) 
has created the perfect opportunity to rethink 
how patients are engaged outside the clinic 
regarding the lived experiences influencing 
health outcomes. Technology has the power 
to not only identify and address health-

Patient-centered technology 
will usher in a new era of 
healthcare and serve as a 
valuable tool in addressing 

costly inequities before they 
worsen.
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related social needs, but to help transform the patient voice into the next generation of actionable 
insights needed to deliver on the promises of health equity, shared-decision making, and true whole-
person care.

A Problem Too Expensive to Ignore 
There’s a considerable body of research indicating that racial minorities and other vulnerable 
populations experience higher rates of disease, poor health conditions, and death than other 
members of the public. For example, according to the CDC, the average life expectancy of Black and 
African American people in the US is four years lower than that of white people.1

And the cost of delivering medical services continues to increase each year. A recent study of the 
connection between health disparities and US healthcare spending by Deloitte found that inequities 
cost approximately $320 billion annually and will surpass $1 trillion in 2040 if left unaddressed.2 
Social determinants of health (SDOH) and related social needs such as access to insurance, food 
security, housing stability, and transportation are increasingly being identified as key indicators of 
health-related outcomes. In a survey of American oncologists, 93% agreed SDoH had a significant 
impact on their patients’ health outcomes.3

The challenge for providers is that there is no single solve for addressing social determinants of 
health. SDoH and related social needs are variable and have a significant impact on the entire 
patient journey and care experience. 

As illustrated in the oncology reference above, access to health insurance may influence diagnosis. 
In 2018, there was a difference  of 26 percentage points in breast cancer screening between women 
who had some form of health insurance and those without health insurance. In terms of treatment 

Lack of access to 
transportation has a 
significant impact on 
cancer patients' decisions 
with respect to stopping or 
continuing treatments.4

in 2008, there was a 
difference of 26% points 
in breast cancer screening 
between women who 
had some from of health 
insurance vs. those 
without any health 
insurance.4

Both population and 
clinical studies have 
shown a high prevalence 
of  food insecurity among 
patients with cancer.6

Compared to white patients 
living with serious illness, 
black patients are less likely 
to have ACP discussions or 
documents.7

16% of cancer survivors 
faced moderate to 
increasing levels of 
housing insecurity.8

Social determinants of health represent a constant variable 
across the patient care strategy
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adherence, lack of access to transportation has been proven to have a significant impact on cancer 
patients’ decisions with respect to pausing or continuing treatment. Even in survivorship, patients 
may still report certain hardships such as food insecurity.  
 
How then can healthcare stakeholders continuously monitor these challenges and act to ensure 
patients are supported along their full care journey? How can the most impactful interventions be 
identified? What adjustments should be made along the care path to ensure treatment adherence 
and optimal outcomes? And how can these insights be derived without adding additional burden to 
care teams?  
 
Healthcare stakeholders have a greater duty to address the inequities that inhibit access to 
affordable, high-quality health services, and patient-centered technology has the potential to play 
a critical role. Digital health tools have the capacity to help determine not only the prevalence of 
health-related social needs but also inform the strategies providers, biopharmaceutical companies, 
and health plans need to deploy to effectively overcome them.

The Untapped Potential of Digital Technology 
Healthcare organizations are leaning into the issue of health equity by prioritizing related initiatives 
to better serve their communities and reduce the total cost of care. Common efforts include new 
patient screening methods, quality measures, integrated care models, and value-based payment 
programs. 

But technology has joined the movement too, as the industry sees the rapid adoption of 
telemedicine and other digital and remote care tools as a means for supporting initiatives aimed 
at reducing disparities in care. Yet there remains so much potential still untapped, including 
technology that facilitates the effective collection of patient-provided data on their lived experiences 
outside of the clinic.  

In the last decade, the industry has seen an uptick in AI-powered and EMR solutions that attempt 
to capture data on social determinants of health and related needs via clinical notes taken during 
in-office patient encounters, but building that functionality into existing systems, while intended to 
reduce friction and burden among providers and IT professionals, has its limitations.

Research suggests that patients are often reluctant to express non-medical, personal concerns with 
their physicians, which means data captured in-office may be incomplete. There’s also the challenge 
of ensuring that this information is captured consistently and that the impact of interventions can 
be measured over time.
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A recent study of hospitals and health systems noted that while 88% of hospitals screen for social 
needs, some of this screening appears to be only occasional or ad hoc (26%) rather than systemic 
or consistently ensuring that screening occurs for most of the target population (62%). Only 
about 40% of these same hospitals report having the capabilities to measure the impact of these 
activities.9

Patient-centric, purpose-built technology solutions, focused on capturing and providing insights on  
non-medical patient experiences, preferences, and challenges have the capacity to achieve several 
important aims: 

 + Augment in-office data, creating a safe, alternative space for patients and their 
caregivers to share honestly with their providers details about the aspects of 
their lives that may impact their ability to achieve optimal health levels

 + Allow patients to voice care concerns from the comfort of their own home  
and with the support of family members or caregivers before appointments occur 

 + Provide a platform for consistently identifying health-related social 
needs as they evolve over the entire patient journey 

 + Enhance the longitudinal patient record with insights and 
intelligence provided directly from the patient

 + Capture data essential to understanding the efficacy and 
impact of health equity related initiatives  

Collecting data directly from patients also creates a unique opportunity to ensure they are 
heard, understood, and supported at every touchpoint throughout their care journeys, improving 
experiences and outcomes.  
 
More advanced tools go beyond even the capabilities of patient-reported outcome assessments 
and other brief questionnaires, digging deeper to reveal specific health-related challenges, goals, 
and requirements—with the downstream impact of building greater trust between providers and 
patients.  
 
One such platform was able to see 67% of patients share health-related social needs and express 
desires to receive additional disease-specific education, review their treatment options, obtain 
medication support, and better understand their long-term care strategy.10
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Increasing the use of digital health tools, however, comes with a difficult truth: the populations that 
stand to gain the most from a smarter health ecosystem are the groups most in danger of being 
left behind. Any investments made must consider access, ease of use, health literacy, technology 
literacy, cross-departmental coordination, and a myriad of factors that could prevent digital 
solutions from delivering on their promises. Intentional, purpose-built technologies, then, are the 
only true approach to meeting this complex demand.  
 
The nuanced strategies needed to pursue equitable care will require a thoughtful analysis of how 
people, processes, and technology intersect to achieve effective utilization. Solutions designed 
with intention will meet patients where they are while providing the appropriate interoperability to fit 
seamlessly into providers’ existing workflows without added complexity.

Patients on specific treatments self-reported 
different HRSNs11

Targeted Therapy Standard Chemotherapy

Food Support 
25%

Insurance Support 
33%

Managing 
Symptoms & Pain 

16%

Food Support 
17%

Disability Support 
17%

Child Care 
17%

Self-Care 
12%

Disability Support 
25%

Physical 
Therapy 

12%

Managing 
Symptoms & Pain 

13%

Independent 
Living  
13%

The Power of the Patient’s Voice 
As previously noted, identifying and addressing health-related needs and disparities as part of 
modern care planning requires integrating a patient’s non-medical pathway—their lived experience 
outside of the clinic—with their clinical pathway. 

There is inherent value in incorporating the patient voice into care delivery and engaging patients 
to share more honestly in their own words about day-to-day concerns, treatment challenges, care 
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preferences, and health objectives. It’s essential for pursuing a patient-centric, whole-person care approach.

As health equity programs mature and the inclusion of patient voices in service provision continues 
to grow in importance, technology can immediately provide beneficial patient-derived intelligence 
on both an individual and aggregate scale to help care teams manage SDoH and other variables 
affecting the populations they serve. 

Through smartphones, tablets, and computers accessed in the comfort of their own home or 
alternatively, from within the waiting room or exam room at the clinic when required, patients are 
able to note health-related social and environmental concerns, challenges, preferences, objectives, 
and any other information relevant to their care prior to each appointment. 

By establishing a structured channel for information-sharing, the burden of discovery for providers 
is dramatically reduced. Data is delivered to providers in a format easily reviewed before visits, 
bringing care teams closer to their patients with knowledge on what’s top of mind for each 
individual and what proactive adjustments could be made to make efficient use of appointment 
time.  

With endlessly valuable non-medical data in hand, clinicians have more opportunities to address 
patient concerns via shared decision-making and explore additional topics that may influence 
treatment plans and outcomes, from personal care goals and treatment challenges to HRSN and 
beyond. 

For example, recent evidence suggests that digital health tools can give providers a new avenue for 
offering further education on advanced care planning (ACP), encouraging patients to take a more 
active role in deeply personal care decisions.  

In a study examining patients with metastatic breast cancer, doctors at Saint Luke’s Hospital Koontz 
Center for Advanced Breast Cancer found an appointment companion to be an easy and effective 
tool in facilitating discussions surrounding ACP and encouraging a notable increase in related 
document completion in integrated EHR systems.12

As patients engage with provided technology, logic can also be applied to add incremental value 
to their overall experience. An individual expressing challenges with transportation to a treatment 
center may be prompted to contact staff at a Community Based Organization offering programs 
to address transportation challenges for assistance. A patient detailing their housing insecurity 
may be immediately directed to the contact information for a social worker, patient advocate, or 
community health worker.
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Based on patients’ unique responses, patients receive relevant education and resources that can 
change the trajectory of their care journeys, and providers and supporting multidisciplinary teams 
receive actionable information to ensure whole-person care.

Benefits for Patients  
 + Create space for safe non-medical information sharing 

 + Alleviate stigmas that lead to timidity among patients 

 + Bridge communication gaps between patients and providers 

 + Personalize services using patients’ self-reported needs 

 + Support consistent medication, therapy, and appointment adherence 

 + Give patients a more active role in their personal care 

Benefits for Providers 
 + Establish channels for receiving non-medical patient data 

 + Reduce the burden of discovery for care team members 

 + Prepare and alert physicians prior to patient encounters 

 + Elevate collaboration among multidisciplinary care teams 

 + Increase access to resources for solving vital care needs 

 + Support patient engagement and shared decision-making

The patient voice—captured and incorporated into everyday healthcare 
services—has the power to improve experiences for both patients and the 

multidisciplanary teams supporting them, which leads to better health 
outcomes that have the potential to lower the total cost of care and 

contribute to more ideal metrics for stakeholders. 
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Benefits for Stakeholders 
 + Tie reporting and analytics to strategic initiatives 

 + Track and trend targeted success metrics and outcomes 

 + Optimize service quality and internal processes 

 + Improve patient satisfaction and retention 

 + Guide referrals to internal and external resources 

 + Support more equitable clinical research

Key Considerations for Digital Health Tool Adoption 
Having a practical distribution point can make all the difference with a digital health tool designed 
for addressing health inequity aims. Because patients turn to their providers most for care 
guidance and advice, tools must be developed and deployed to fit within the everyday routines of 
providers and meet workflow needs. 

Flexibility can be a make-or-break factor in sufficient utilization among full, multidisciplinary 
care teams. Tools should be EHR-agnostic and take interoperability and integrations with other 
technology systems into consideration. 

Different care settings will experience different degrees of maturation and therefore different needs, 
so digital tools should be modular in nature to scale with programs as they expand in scope. All of 
these features allow solutions to meet patients where they are, whether in the home, community 
setting, or clinic. 

The best tools will leverage experts with deep expertise in digital healthcare as well as patient 
engagement and health literacy to remain accessible by patients from all walks of life. They should 
offer providers access to a combination of structured and unstructured data and be able to map 
patient signals directly to care teams and the community resources at their disposal. 

Digital health solutions built around real-world, patient-reported data can bring a host of benefits to 
patients, providers, and healthcare stakeholders across the ecosystem. 

Taking advantage of patient-centered technology is the first and most time-sensitive step 
professionals must make to usher in a new era of healthcare and address costly inequities 
before they worsen.
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About Patient Discovery 

Patient Discovery’s mission is to transform the way all patients are understood, 
supported, and treated, by providing a platform for patients’ real-world 
experiences to be integrated into decision-making throughout the entire 
healthcare ecosystem. 

Our platform, Companion by Patient Discovery™, brings to 
the forefront non-medical factors that both allow providers to 
efficiently create better patient-centric care plans, and enable 
health systems, life sciences organizations, and health plans to 
remove the barriers to equitable care through aggregated, real-
world patient insights.

Theresa West

Chief Commercial Officer
Theresa is passionate about understanding the critical challenges 
facing Healthcare, Life Sciences, Health Plans, and Community 
Based Organizations and bringing innovative solutions to the 
forefront. She and her team are fully dedicated to improving the 
care experience of patients and meaningfully addressing health 
inequity.

Theresa previously served as National Vice President, Community 
Strategy and Solutions at Signify Health (which acquired 
TAVHealth). Prior to TAVHealth, she held leadership roles at 
Abbott Laboratories and McKesson Corporation.

To learn more, visit: www.patientdiscovery.com
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