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The Hong Kong Hospital Authority is developing apps to improve the patient experience.

Here’s a behind-the-scenes look at Hong
Kong Hospital Authority’s big data push
Driven by the government’s growing investment in healthcare technology and big data, the hospital
authority has streamlined a health app framework for a mobile app that will soon be launched.

T

he Hong Kong Hospital
Authority is crafting a
centralised mobile app which
will give patients and doctors a
single framework to access disease
information and treatment options,
Healthcare Asia has learned.
“What we have done over the last
few years is to develop a series of apps
for various things. What we’re doing
now is that we’re putting it all together
into one common framework so that
it becomes an extensible framework
for all interactions with the Hospital
Authority and with their own healthcare
providers. This is what we are building
and it’s going to be called HA Go,” said
Dr. NT Cheung, head and chief medical
informatics officer of the Hong Kong
Hospital Authority.
The app, which is slated to be launched
in 2019, will be designed to address the
inherent limitations that current healthrelated mobile applications face.
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The HA first
started its big
data push by
developing
simpler
healthcare apps
to improve
patient
experience,
such as an
app to reduce
pharmacy
queuing, and
another to
automate
bookings.

“There’s a big limitation when you
do clinical apps because you have to
be very careful about the security of
the data. The idea here is when we say
framework, part of it so that we have a
consistent way of registering patients
and their carers. Within this framework
we can then allow our clinicians to
communicate with the patient with the
assurance that we know who they are,”
Dr. Cheung explained.
Continuous innovation
The HA first started its big data push
by developing simpler healthcare apps
to improve patient experience, such as
an app to reduce pharmacy queuing,
and another to automate bookings for
specialty outpatient clinics.
“And then we started building
more disease-specific apps. We found
that we are starting to build more
and more of these apps. There are
hundreds of thousands of different

diseases, and in theory you can make
an app for each of them. But for a
patient that will be unworkable. So
the idea here is that all they need
to download is HA Go, and if they
need the diabetes app, the doctor
will press a button on his system
and the diabetes app will get pushed
to their machine and they wouldn’t
be bothered with the apps that they
don’t need,” Dr. Cheung said.
HA Go is part of Hong Kong’s
effort to better engage patients in
their own care. “A more involved
and more educated patient is
a healthier patient. We have a
comprehensive medical record
system within the Hospital
Authority already. It’s called the
Clinical Management System and
the doctors use that for all of their
care and orders and things. But
the thing is that when patients go
home, their behaviour doesn’t make
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Healthcare boosts capital markets
Singapore’s capital markets were significantly lifted up
by the Lion City’s reputation as a medical hub and its
relatively high price-earnings ratios which attracted
healthcare players to list on the Singapore Exchange
(SGX), according to PwC’s latest Equity Capitals Market
Watch report.
Four healthcare companies made their trading debut
on SGX’s Catalist board in 2018, including Asian Health
Specialists, Hyphens Pharma International, Medinex
and Biolidics, and witnessed strong debut gains. Private
healthcare provider Asian Healthcare Specialists, which
offers highly subspecialised orthopaedic services, also
performed strongly in 2018 with a 13% growth in its
share price since its April 2018 IPO.
Dr. NT Cheung, Hong Kong Hospital Authority

it to the system—whether they are
exercising or eating well or anything.
They might be keeping a paper diary
or this and that. The idea here is
that the information about what the
patient is doing outside the hospital
also gets recorded, and when the
doctor sees them again they will
know exactly what the patient has
been doing,” he added.
With HA Go, patients have become
a contributor to their own record as
the app reminds patients of things
when they need to do them, and all
under a single framework which
allows doctors to prescribe apps as
needed to patients.
“And then the app will be able to
take relevant patient data from the
system and customise the experience
for the patient. And the patient
data will also then flow back into
the medical record for the doctor’s
review. It’s a complete picture endto-end involving the patient and
tying in with the workflow of the
doctor who is already electronically
enabled, but at the moment the last
mile of the patient is not available,”
Dr. Cheung noted.
Government support
The HA receives the lion share of
government healthcare allocations
which have been steadily growing by an
average of 7% over the past decade, data
from BMI Research show.
Finance secretary Paul Chan boosted
the recurrent financial provision to the
HA by $6b to $61.5b in his latest budget
address, representing a year-on-year
increase of 11%.

Thanks to the budget boost, the
HA has been able to tap on emerging
technologies such as big data to
improve clinical outcomes. “We’ve
had access to standardised, high
quality data for many years. But now
we’re talking about big data. And
there are a lot of unstructured data
that we can also get value from. But
now with the tools that we have,
we believe that this data is ripe for
extraction,” he explained.
For instance, the HA is building
a collaborative data lab to support
machine learning in Hong Kong.
“What we’re going to do is that we
will take this data and scrub it so it
doesn’t have any identifiers, and then
it can be offered to researchers who
have machine learning projects who
think that this data is workable. We
hope to take advantage of all this data
to drive machine learning projects in
Hong Kong around healthcare,” Dr.
Cheung said.
The data lab is still being set up,
but it is due to launch this year
and run for 12 months on a pilot
basis. The pilot will be conducted in
collaboration with local researchers
and universities.
Despite this, there are many other
issues which need to be addressed
when it comes to building
healthcare apps. “We need to figure
out how to use these algorithms—
whether there will be possible
downsides and mistakes and so on.
We’re still at the phase where we’re
learning to build the algorithms and
the machine learning engines,” he
noted.

Outperforming indexes
Singapore’s listed healthcare sector was also observed
to have fared better than the benchmark Straits Times
Index (STI) performance by recording a smaller -6%
decline for the start of Q1. Despite strong share price
gains, PwC warned that heightened competition from
neighbouring countries like Malaysia and Thailand
could heap pressure on the local healthcare market in
the coming years.
The Malaysian government allocated $6.93b for
healthcare in its 2019 budget, which is 7.8% higher
compared to its previous budget, in a bid to develop
its medical tourism industry. Likewise, Thailand’s
largest private hospital operator Dusit Medical Group
has grown its revenue from foreign patients 10%
YoY in the first six months of 2018. “The strong
Singapore dollar against these regional currencies
could make medical tourism in Singapore more costly,
thus reducing demand from foreign patients,” PwC
Singapore added.
Nonetheless, the report highlighted how some
Singapore-brand hospital groups have taken their
operations overseas to counter the migration of
medical tourists. Singapore-listed Health Medical
International for example established its Mahkota
Medical Centre in Malacca and the Regency Specialist
Hospital in Johor, whilst Raffles Medical Group took
its brand to China. “Despite the competition from our
ASEAN counterparts, we expect continued growth in
Singapore’s healthcare sector given the reputation of
the Republic’s healthcare system, increasing demand
led by its aging population, as well as the growing
affluence in the region,” PwC Singapore commented.

Healthcare sector raised 5.7% of IPO funds

Sources BMI Research
Source: SGX, December 2018
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