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Abstract

Emerging technologies, such as information and communication technologies (including future versions of the Internet),
microel ectromechanical systems, nanotechnologies, genomics, robotics, artificia intelligence, and sensors, provide enormous
opportunities for enhancing health and quality of life. Population health technol ogies (PHTS) encompass the various applications
of emerging technol ogiesto improve the health of populations and communities. These technologies may change many population
health paradigms, including those related to cancer prevention and control. In the future, emerging technologies will allow true
customization of health communication to individuals, and existing tailoring approaches will be considered very crude.
Environmental monitoring systems based on emerging technol ogies could also provide real-time information that health officials
and community residents could use immediately to ameliorate potential carcinogenic or unhealthy exposures. Accelerating the
application and diffusion of emerging technol ogiesto population health challengeswill require amultipronged approach, including
new transdisciplinary programs, increased funding, supportive infrastructure, and policy changes.
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Emerging Technologies and Health

Technological advances, such as pasteurization, sanitation,
childhood immunization, food fortification, and car safety belts,
have contributed substantially to the reduction of mortality and
morbidity during thelast two centuries. During the past several
decades, the pace of technological innovation and discovery
has been exponential. For example, when the first mainframe
computer was built in the 1940s, it weighed more than 30 tons
and occupied a room the size of a house. In 2002, standard
microprocessors found in personal computers were more than
100000 times more powerful, and their weight is measured in
grams. Years from now, DNA-based computers may be many
times faster than today's advanced supercomputers, and their
weight will be measured in nanograms [1].

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, emerging
technologies provide enormous opportunities for further
improvements in health and quality of life. These emerging
technologies are being applied to many areas in medicine,
including cancer diagnosis and treatment, where they are being
deployed in applications such as detection of early cancer
precursors, minimally invasive surgery, and molecular level
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diagnosis and treatment [2,3]. Recent cancer-related
technologies have had considerable impact on cancer care and
survival. As cancer caretechnology advances, it is possible that
many cancers will eventually be viewed as chronic diseases.

Whereas there is substantia research, development, and
investment in advancing the use of emerging technologies in
biomedical interventions such as diagnostics and treatments,
there is considerably less funding and interest in applying new
technologies to population-oriented interventions. The
application of emerging technologies to population health
problems represents an exciting opportunity to address
long-standing population health problems related to cancer
prevention and control.

Population Health Technology

Population health technologies (PHTS) encompass the various
applications of emerging technologies to improve the health of
populations and communities [4]. Examples of emerging
technologies that have direct applications to population health
includeinformation and communication technologies (including
future versions of the Internet), microel ectromechanical systems,
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nanotechnologies, genomics, robotics, artificial intelligence,
and sensors [5,6].

A population health model focuses on issues and interventions
that impact popul ations and communities rather than individuals.
It emphasizes prevention and focuses on those eHeath
technologies that improve health on a population level rather
than in an individually focused, medical care context. Thus,
PHTstend to include preventative, behavioral, environmental,
social, and systems-oriented technol ogies rather than biomedical
ones, such as diagnostics and treatment modalities.

The core principles of PHTs include a collaborative,
multidisciplinary approach to development of health
interventions. Relevant disciplines include the biological,
physical, and socia sciences; engineering; health care; public
health; and business. Although PHTs by definition employ
leading edge technol ogy, the technol ogy is often as transparent
as possible as the developers focus on people and processes
rather than on the technol ogy.

Potential health issues that could benefit from the use of
emerging technologies include the following:

« Disease (health) surveillance and control

- Environmental monitoring and pollution prevention
- Food and water safety

«  Health communication and behavior change

«  Sdf-care and chronic disease management

«  Population screening

« Injury prevention and control

«  Wellnessand social isolation

« Headlth disparities

Given the great spectrum of possible technological solutions
for population health, a comprehensive discussion of PHTs is
not possiblein this paper. Instead, two of the more compelling
potential PHT applications related to cancer prevention and
control—tailored health communication and environmental
monitoring—are highlighted to illustrate the potential impact
of PHTs. Giventhat PHT isan emerging field, there are limited
data, scientific literature, and project experiences to support
some of the concepts in this paper.

Tailored Health Communication

Some eHealth devel opersvary the content, presentation, and/or
medium of health content to an individual user based on
knowledge about that individual. The expectation is that a
tailored message or experience engineered to appeal to aspecific
individual is more likely to move the user along the stages of
the change continuum compared to a generic message or
experience [7].

Tailored online communication is typically based on alimited
set of variables that are thought to influence the individual's
receptiveness, comprehension, and perceived relevancy of the
message. Currently, tailoring approaches include those based
on user demographics, self-reported preferences, and usage of
a website or technology. Technically, most current tailoring
approaches are really not “tailored,” but rather, they are based
on grossgeneralizations about heterogeneous groups of people.
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The most common set of tailoring variables used for online
communication seems to be demographic attributes. Examples
of this include the segmentation of Web pages and, in some
cases, entire Web domains, into age (eg, children, teens, and
seniors), gender, and racial/ethnic groups (eg, African, Asian,
Hispanic, and Native American). Another commonly used
approach to online tailoring is to vary messages depending on
self-reported preferences. Individual preferences may include
specific forms of media (eg, text, audio, or video), user
interfaces or display formats (eg, personal computer, PDA, or
wireless phone), or reading level. Such preferences may be
collected through brief one-time online questionnaires presented
to users or through user registration forms for those who want
accessto additional functionality or content as aregistered user.

A less common but emerging approach to online tailoring isto
vary messages based on an individual's use of a website or
technology. Software technology, usualy in the form of a
“cookie,” is used to track viewed pages and other movements
of an individual within or across websites. Specific pages are
presented to the user based on assumptions that depend on his
or her usage patterns. Such assumptions may be based on
simplistic deductions about the user (eg, if someone clicks on
ahyperlink to a page about cancer among women, then the user
is probably awoman), or they may be based on fairly complex
algorithms. To the author's knowledge, few if any widely used
health websites employ the latter technique.

In the future, emerging technologies will allow true tailoring
of communication to specific individuals, and existing
personalization approaches will be considered very crude. The
advent of sophisticated devices and systems for collecting,
transmitting, and interpreting data generated by individualsand
the environment may serve as the nidus for the devel opment of
tailoring algorithms that may surpass our current abilities to
match messages with users. Not only will we be able to better
match messages to the individual, but we will be able to match
versions of such messages in the context of the user's
microenvironment at the time of decision making. This is
because specific versions of amessage may be more appropriate
for certain decision-making contexts than others. In addition,
wemay be ableto create dynamic” messages, which can adapt
themselves depending on minute changes in the user's
microenvironment. Thus, the permutations of possible messages
and their presentationsto theindividual could beinthemillions
as opposed to the dozens many online communicators now
employ.

It is possible that future tailoring schemas will be based on
classes of variables that describe individual attributes that have
not been accounted for by current developers, including the
following:

«  Who you are — motivations, personality profile

- What you have experienced — social, health, and medical
history

- What you are—genetics, physiological profile, medications

«  Whereyou are—physical setting, microenvironment, point
in the decision-making continuum

« How you are — physical and mental status, mood
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The technologies required in order to implement the advanced
tailoring approaches described above include ubiquitous
electronic health information systems and devices that collect
data from both health care and non-health care settings. The
huge volume of datagenerated by these emerging devices means
that robust data storage and transmission infrastructures are
needed. And, in order to provide“just-in-time” personalization,
sensors will need to be devel oped that can capture information
about the individual's microenvironment at the time of decision
making. Sophisticated algorithmswill a so be needed to interpret
multiple streams of data from sensors in order to accurately
describe changes in the microenvironment.

Environmental Monitoring

Many types of cancer are associated with exposure to
environmental toxins. These toxic substances may be found in
air, water, food, and soil. Lifestyle and work choices are
important determinants of exposure to environmental toxins.

Various governmental jurisdictions have formal programs to
monitor air, water, food, and soil for known environmental
toxins. However, despite recent attemptsto update such systems,
most environmental monitoring systems have substantial
shortcomings. For example, in the case of ambient air
monitoring, only asmall number of pollutantsistested and only
periodic testing is conducted [8]. In addition, air sampling
stations are usually placed high on buildings rather than at the
level where people typically breathe. As a result, the data
generated by current monitoring programs are only
representative of a small number of locations at limited points
in time. They typically are not representative of the
microenvironments experienced by individuals during their
daily activities. And, because reporting of most monitoring data
is delayed and not available in real time, the data are not
actionable and are relatively inaccessible to the people who are
the ultimate users of the data.

Emerging technologies may be applicable in developing
environmental monitoring systems that can provide accurate
and timely assessments of environmental health hazards.
Monitoring systems based on emerging technologies could
providereal-timeinformation that health officialsand residents
could use immediately to ameliorate potential carcinogenic or
unhealthy exposures. Providing real-time, continuous
information about the air that actually surrounds individuals
during daily activities would offer a more accurate and
representative picture of the public's exposure to toxins.

There are severa possible models for rea-time, representative
air pollution monitoring systems, all of which would require
the enhancement of existing technologies. One possible system
would consist of representativeindividuals (ie, citizen sentinels)
who volunteer to wear asensor during their daily activities. The
wearabl e sensor would sample small amounts of air and analyze
them for specific pollutants many times an hour or continuously.
The datawould be transmitted wirelessly in real timeto central
servers. These servers would then use complex algorithms to
analyze and interpret the datafor health officialsand the public.
Finaly, easy to understand interpretations of the data and
action-oriented messages (eg, “unhealthy air—Ilimit outdoor
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activity now”) for the public could be shown on public displays
(akin to highway message signs) or sent to subscribers to their
preferred messaging device. Such a system would allow the
public to take appropriate action to limit exposureto pollutants,
which should be the primary objective of pollution monitoring
systems.

Cautionary Factors

As we move forward in developing and deploying PHTS,
developers and policy makers should address the following
issuesto ensure that these products actually benefit public health
and do not have unintended conseguences.

Privacy, Confidentiality, and Security

Many PHTSs, especially those related to cancer prevention and
control, will collect, analyze, and transmit sensitive health
information. The ability of devel opersto balance public concerns
about privacy with the data needs of PHTswill be an important
determinant of success. Government regulations are typically
behind the pace of technological innovation and are often not
responsiveto cutting-edge technologies or businessmodels[9].
Thus, robust policies, voluntary or otherwise, will be needed to
comprehensively address the upcoming exponential growth of
health data generated by networked devices, such asinformation
appliances and sensors. Failing to address the public's concerns
about privacy, confidentiality, and security would jeopardize
the widespread adoption of many PHTSs.

Unintended Effects and Quality and Effectiveness

Rigorous outcome studies of PHT products are limited because
these products have not been widely deployed. Given that many
PHTS, by definition, will use technologies that have not been
used widely in the marketplace, the potential for unintended
errors and ineffective productsisreal. In addition, it is possible
that some emerging technologies, such as nanotechnologies,
may have deleterious health effects [10]. When possible, PHT
developers should consider the evidence base for their
technologies, integrate quality improvement and evaluation
processes into the product development lifecycle, and build
evaluation components into their product development and
implementation plans[11,12].

Sustainability

There are legitimate concerns about the sustainability of many
PHT and other eHealth products [13]. Because many PHTs do
not have precedents, the strength of market demand for these
technologiesislargely unknowable until they are introduced to
consumers and consumers are educated about the benefits of
such technologies. Public funds have traditionally been the
primary source of support for population health programs, but
other possible sources of support, including end users and health
intermediaries (such as corporations, employers, heath care
providers, and heath plans), should be explored. Given the
uncertainly of funding, PHT developers will need to examine
new business models for sustaining PHTS.

Technological Divide

Asthefield movesforward, devel opers and policy makers will
need to ensure equal access to technologies that improve
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population health [14]. One approach may include subsidizing
the use of PHTsamong underserved populationsfrom aportion
of the proceeds of salesto organizationswith greater resources.
Itislikely, however, that sometype of government or foundation
support for the use of PHTs among certain underserved
populations will be needed.

Moving the Field Forward

Although some PHTs have begun to emerge in response to the
recent threat of bioterrorism, emerging technologies are rarely
being applied to population health problems. The author is not
aware of any formal public or private programs that explicitly
fund development and dissemination of PHTSs.

Reasons for the lack of focus on PHTs include the following:

« There is a lack of national and globa leadership and
infrastructure to promote and support the devel opment and
dissemination of PHTs. Some government programs support
technology research and development in specific interest
areas, but none focus on population health.

« Most research, development, and investment activities
related to emerging technologies focus on individually
oriented medical care interventions (eg, pharmaceuticals,
medical devices, diagnostics) rather than on population
health opportunities.

« Development of PHTSs requires a multidisciplinary and
multisector approach involving stakeholders who do not
usually communicate or collaborate with each other.

« Public health ingtitutions have not been successful in
technology transfer and commercialization of innovations
primarily because they often lack the entrepreneurial
capacity or market understanding to transform technol ogical
concepts into viable products.

- Thereisalack of professional and public understanding of
PHTSs.

Accelerating the application and diffusion of emerging
technologies to population health challenges will require a
multipronged approach. Several key areas will need to be
addressed to lay the foundation for this new field of endeavor.

Promoting Transdisciplinary Approaches

Because technol ogies with population health applications will
likely originate from a variety of sectors, such as computer
science, health care, public health, genomics, nanotechnol ogy,
environmental science, and engineering, networks of individuals
and organizations in these disciplines will need to be created.
Thesilo nature of health professional and technology education
at universities should be re-examined to see how students can
concurrently develop skills and experience in multiple areas,
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including population health, technology development, and
business. In addition, more networking opportunities for
professionals, such asthe annual eHealth Developers Summit,
that foster businessrelationships and collaboration among health
technology developers and funders from commercial entities,
academia, government, and nonprofits are needed [15].

Increasing Funding

Given the high risk but high societal impact of most PHTS,
government agencies and private foundations should consider
more funding for PHT research, development, and
dissemination. Private investors will need to be educated about
the market opportunities around these technologies in order to
encourage more private sector investment.

Developing Infrastructure

National and global infrastructures need to be enhanced to
support PHT development and adoption, especialy in
underserved areas. Government initiatives, such asthe National
Health Information I nfrastructure, should more explicitly support
the development of infrastructure to enhance population
health—not just for patient safety, health care quality, and
bioterrorism prevention [ 16]. Supportive programsto help PHT
developers produce viable products in the marketplace are al so
needed.

Changing Palicy

Potential policy changesthat could promote widespread adoption
of PHTs include reimbursement for effective technologies,
realignment of incentives to reward quality and positive health
outcomes, incentives for consumersto make healthy decisions,
and redefinition of the roles and responsibilities of health
professionals and institutions.

PHTSs have the potential to positively change many paradigms
in cancer prevention and control and other population health
areas. With these technologies, it may be possible to
cost-effectively screen entire at-risk populations for dozens of
cancers and cancer precursors with asingle drop of body fluid.
It may be possible to detect individual and group exposures to
carcinogens early enough to prevent disease. In addition,
imagine being able to empower people to make the best health
decisions at the exact time of decision making, and to enable
communities to monitor and address local heath and
environmental issues before they become significant health
hazards.

Transdisciplinary programs, increased explicit funding,
supportiveinfrastructure, and policy changeswill help accelerate
the development and availability of anew breed of technologies
that are likely to have substantial impacts on cancer prevention
and other population health challenges.

1. Regaado A. DNA computing. Technology Rev 2000 May/June:80-84.
2. Stikeman A. Nanobiotech makes the diagnosis. Technology Rev 2002 May:60-66.

http://www.jmir.org/2005/3/e30/

JMed Internet Res 2005 | vol. 7 | iss. 3| €30 | p. 4
(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH Eng

10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

15.
16.

Benenson Y, Gil B, Ben-Dor U, Adar R, Shapiro E. An autonomous molecular computer for logical control of gene
expression. Nature 2004 May 27;429(6990):423-429. [Medline: 15116117] [doi: 10.1038/nature02551]

Eng TR. Population health technologies: emerging innovations for the health of the public. Am J Prev Med 2004
Apr;26(3):237-242. [Medline: 15026105] [doi: 10.1016/j.amepre.2003.12.004]

; The Editors. 10 emerging technologies that will change the world. Technology Rev 2001 Jan/Feb:97-113.

; The Editors. 10 emerging technologies that will change the world. Technology Rev 2003 Feb:37-49.

Farrell D, Olevitch L, Brennan LK, Kreuter M. Tailored Health Messages: Customizing Communication With Computer
Technology. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates; 2000.

; US Environmental Protection Agency. Technology Transfer Network. Ambient Monitoring Technology Information
Center. URL: http://www.epa.gov/ttn/amtic/ [accessed 2005 Jun 9]

Goldman J, Hudson Z. Virtually exposed: privacy and e-health. Health Aff (Millwood) 2000;19(6):140-148 [FREE Full
text] [Medline: 21033785] [doi: 10.1377/hithaff.19.6.140]

Dreher KL. Health and environmental impact of nanotechnology: toxicological assessment of manufactured nanoparticles.
Toxicol Sci 2004 Jan;77(1):3-5 [FREE Full text] [Medline: 23114673] [doi: 10.1093/toxsci/kfh041]

Robinson TN, Patrick K, Eng TR, Gustafson D. An evidence-based approach to interactive health communication: a
challenge to medicine in the information age. Science Panel on Interactive Communication and Health. JAMA 1998 Oct
14;280(14):1264-1269. [Medline: 99000344] [doi: 10.1001/jama.280.14.1264]

Eng TR, Gustafson DH, Henderson J, Jimison H, Patrick K. Introduction to evaluation of interactive health communication
applications. Science Panel on Interactive Communication and Health. Am J Prev Med 1999 Jan;16(1):10-15. [Medline:
99111920] [doi: 10.1016/S0749-3797(98)00107-X]

Beauchamp N, Eng TR. Sustaining eHealth in challenging times. Seattle, WA: eHealth Institute; Apr 2003.

Eng TR, Maxfield A, Patrick K, Deering MJ, Ratzan SC, Gustafson DH. Accessto health information and support: apublic
highway or aprivateroad? JAMA 1998 Oct 21;280(15):1371-1375. [Medline: 99008453] [doi: 10.1001/jama.280.15.1371]
Eng TR, Beauchamp N. eHealth: Striving for Critical Mass. Seattle, WA: eHealth Institute; May 2004.

; US Department of Health and Human Services. The President's Health Information Technology Plan. Washington, DC:
US Department of Health and Human Services; May 26, 2004.

Abbreviations

PHTSs: population health technologies

submitted 03.02.05; peer-reviewed by JL Query, K Wright; accepted 19.02.05; published 01.07.05

Please cite as:

Eng TR

Emerging Technologies for Cancer Prevention and Other Population Health Challenges
J Med Internet Res 2005;7(3):e30

URL: http://mww.jmir.org/2005/3/e30/

doi: 10.2196/jmir.7.3.e30
PMID: 15998621

© Thomas R Eng. Originally published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research (http://www.jmir.org), 1.7.2005. Except
where otherwise noted, articles published in the Journal of Medical Internet Research are distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution License (http://www.creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/), which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, including full bibliographic details
and the URL (see "please cite as' above), and this statement is included.

http://www.jmir.org/2005/3/e30/ JMed Internet Res 2005 | vol. 7 | iss. 3| €30 | p. 5

RenderX

(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=15116117&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/nature02551
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=15026105&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2003.12.004
http://www.epa.gov/ttn/amtic/
http://content.healthaffairs.org/cgi/pmidlookup?view=reprint&pmid=11192397
http://content.healthaffairs.org/cgi/pmidlookup?view=reprint&pmid=11192397
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=21033785&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.19.6.140
http://toxsci.oxfordjournals.org/cgi/pmidlookup?view=long&pmid=14756123
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=23114673&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/toxsci/kfh041
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=99000344&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jama.280.14.1264
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=99111920&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0749-3797(98)00107-X
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=99008453&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jama.280.15.1371
http://www.jmir.org/2005/3/e30/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/jmir.7.3.e30
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=15998621&dopt=Abstract
http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

