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HEALTHCARE FOCUS: 
THE TECHNOLOGICAL 
ADVANCES MAKING LIFE 
EASIER IN ELDERLY CARE

The residential care sector is experiencing tightening operating 
margins and recruitment restraints, alongside heightening 
pressures for the service year on year. Emerging technological 
advances seem to be one of the answers to these concerns. 
Robotics, wearable technology, and body language recognition 
software are just some examples of the technologies allowing the 
elderly to take control of their own healthcare and maintain their 
independence in the future. 



GROWTH

The residential care market reached new highs in 
2018 to just over £21 billion – an increase of 11% 
over the previous 4 years.

This growth is expected to continue, fuelled by the 
private purchase of residential-based care services, 
since NHS contributions to social care is only 
predicted to marginally increase over the next five 
years. By 2023, the market is expected to be worth 
£22.88 billion.

The market growth is driven by the rapidly increasing 
number of patients and a surge in the intensity of the 
care required by those patients. 

THE RESIDENTIAL 
CARE SECTOR

FIGURE 1:
Forecast UK residential care market value, 2018/19-2022/23, 
(£ million at 2018 prices)

Source: MBD Forecasts

STAFFING CONCERNS

As widely documented, care homes are currently 
facing significant challenges when trying to recruit and 
retain members of staff, due to challenging operating 
margins and the tight labour market. The struggle is 
mounting, given the increase in attractive pay rates 
being offered by other low-pay sectors, such as 
supermarkets. As a result, care home businesses are 
frequently becoming over-reliant on expensive agency 
staff.  Staffing issues are partially behind the increase 
in the number of care homes entering insolvency by 
83% from between 2017 and 2018.

Further, it is expected that the ‘Old Age Support Ratio’ 
(the number of working age people to every pensioner) 
is to fall to 3.05 by 2041. This figure provides an 
indicator of the number of active people potentially 
economically supporting inactive people, showing a 
potential threat to the affordability of social care. 

FIGURE 2:
Old age support ratio, 2018-43

Source: MBD Analysis of ONS Data
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DECREASING QUALITY OF CARE

According to CQC data, in some regions of the country 
more than half of the residential spaces available are 
located in care homes rated as ‘requiring improvement’ 
or ‘inadequate’, causing difficulty when trying to find 
good quality care.  Low operating margins and staffing 
pressures, along with higher dependency of service 
users are significant factors.

BED SHORTAGES

Another critical issue occurring within the residential 
care sector currently is the lack of beds being made 
available compared with the increasing number of 
those requiring care year on year. Property consultants 
JLL found that an average of 7,000 new care home 
beds have opened in the UK every year since 2002, 
however it is expected that an additional 14,000 
people a year will need residential care home places 
by 2026.

With decreasing capacity and increasing demand, 
older people failing to secure residential care places 
will put more pressure on NHS beds as they are 
admitted to hospital, unable to cope at home. The 
government estimates this costs the NHS in England 
£900 million a year.

FIGURE 3:
UK residential care market, by 
number of registered places, 
2014-18, (000)
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TECHNOLOGICAL ADVANCEMENTS

In order to alleviate some of the pressures highlighted 
above, the sector is turning to advanced technological 
solutions. These products can reduce the increasing 
pressure being placed on the UK’s residential 
care system as they provide the elderly with more 
independence to continue to live alone with support 
available at any time, from the comfort of their homes. 
Technological advancements can also give staff relief 
from general time-consuming tasks, increase the 
availability of beds for those who need a higher level of 
care, and as a result, allow staff to focus on raising the 
quality of care.

WEARABLE DEVICES

Wearable devices are gaining popularity within the 
medical care industry, with seemingly endless benefits 
being discovered. These devices can allow increased 
independence for the elderly and encourage ownership 
of their own healthcare. There are many applications 
of this technology assisting with independent home 
care from monitoring significant changes in vitals, 
medication notifications, and fall detection technology.

SMART DEVICE ASSISTED DAILY LIVING

Smart wearable biometric trackers, made by 
companies such as Apple and Fitbit, are rapidly 
gaining popularity with 17% of adults (18+) owning a 
smartwatch in 2018. These devices are allowing users 
to use data to lead a healthier lifestyle, therefore it 
is not surprising that this technology can be used to 
assist the elderly with their healthcare. They can collect 
biometric data and discover inconsistencies which 
may indicate early signs of a problem. However, this 
data is often left solely in the hands of the customer 
and is not used to its greatest potential. Biotricity, for 
example, has looked to solve this issue by creating 
Biolife, a wearable which monitors heart rhythms as 
well as respiration, calories, temperature and physical 
activity. In contrast to previous biometric trackers, 
Biotricity is partnered with a third-party clinical provider 
to review the data and act on any inconsistencies. The 
elderly can then receive actionable feedback and pre-
emptively take control of their health as soon as a data 
irregularity is detected.



SMART DEVICE ASSISTED FALL 
DETECTION

As an addition to traditional biometric wearables, 
numerous companies have now incorporated AI-
powered fall detectors into their devices, such as 
Kardian and Qventus. With falls being the most 
common cause of injury related deaths in people over 
the age of 75 in the UK, this additional feature can 
significantly increase the safety of the wearer, ensuring 
response to an incident is as quick and efficient 
as possible. These systems will trigger an alert to 
emergency services or loved ones, who will be able 
to react in a more efficient manner than previously. 
Additionally, advances are being made to these 
systems which can now equip seniors with sensor 
belts that can identify a change in gait and can even 
deploy airbags to prevent injury due to unintended 
falls.

WEARABLE ULTRASOUND TECHNOLOGY

Wearables can free up care-providing staff as they 
spend significant amounts of time doing tasks which 
could be solved using technology. For instance, 
DFree is the first wearable device using ultrasound 
technology to monitor bladder levels around the 
clock. The sensor can provide data to predict when 
an individual needs to go to the bathroom. In the 
situation of residential care, the notification can be 
sent to a care provider so the patient is changed only 
when necessary. This technology allows health care 
professionals to monitor patients while multi-tasking 
other facility operational tasks, significantly saving 
health care costs.



BODY LANGUAGE RECOGNITION SYSTEMS

Another example of innovative solutions to the care 
sector, is the use of body language recognition 
systems. Kepler Vision Technologies has developed 
an advanced monitoring system intended for the 
care of the elderly, which analyses live video streams 
to detect ‘abnormalities’. These abnormalities have 
been identified specifically to address common issues 
faced by elderly residents in the home. For example, 
it is shown that 65% of residents in long-term care 
facilities brought to the emergency department show 
signs of chronic dehydration, in order to tackle this 
issue Kepler’s system can analyse drinking habits and 
compare against recommended levels of liquid intake, 

indicating signs of dehydration early. It can also identify 
aggressive or distressed body language, whether 
someone has managed to fully dress themselves or 
whether an individual is lying on the floor (indicating 
an accident). In the event of an incident, the system 
can act as an alarm system and immediately indicate 
health care providers.

This software allows the elderly to continue to remain 
independent, whilst providing comfort to the care 
provider that they will be alerted if their loved ones are 
in a dangerous situation or have simply not met their 
required nutrition or hydration levels for the day.

FIGURE 4:
Kepler Vision Technologies’ body 
language recognition software

Source: https://www.keplervision.eu/



VIRTUAL COMPANIONS

Building on previous examples of Robotics designed 
for patient care, such as Digital Robotics’ Moxi, 
Samsung have recently revealed Samsung Bot Care. 
This device can measure vitals such as: sleep analysis, 
blood pressure and heart rate. Subsequently, data can 
be sent to Samsung Health or a doctor to regularly 
check on the patient’s wellbeing. When linked to 
Internet of Things (‘IoT’) sensors, Bot Care can detect 
when someone has fallen over and contact family 
and friends, a care provider or emergency services. 
Another interesting feature of this Bot is that it can 
detect if a patient has taken their medicine and if not, 
it can again notify health care providers. The robot can 
also provide media playback, daily news readings and 
other functions designed to assist with day-to-day life. 

A range of robotic helpers have also been created 
with the aim of combatting loneliness in the elderly. 
Virtual home assistants such as Catalia Health’s 
Mabu and Intuition Robotics’ ElliQ, are able to provide 
companionship to the elderly who live alone. Learning 
from a patient’s personality, interests, and treatment 
challenges over time, Mabu can tailor conversations 
that resonates with each individual, helping them to 
remain motivated and achieve daily goals. 

Taking a different approach, Intuition Robotics’ ElliQ 
combats the isolation of the elderly through assisting 
them in keeping in touch with friends and family, and 
helping them to engage with the world around them.

ROBOTICS

FIGURE 5:
Intuition Robotics’ ElliQ, the virtual companion for the elderly
Source: https://elliq.com/

With the rapid expansion of the patient care 
robotics sector, it is highly anticipated that these 
virtual assistants could make it into the home in the 
foreseeable future. 



POTENTIAL DIFFICULTIES

PRIVACY

One of the key issues linked with these technologies is 
the misconception amongst older people that systems 
such as Kepler’s body language recognition are less 
there for their assistance, but more for their children 
to monitor them. Panasonic iterates that privacy is a 
concern for their products but when tested with elderly 
participants, many claimed they felt comforted by the 
technology in the home once they were familiar with it.

LACK OF TRUST

Another concern for the increased reliance on 
technology is the likelihood of inaccurate data, which 
can lead to corrupted insights and skewed decisions. 
According to Accenture, nearly one quarter (24 
percent) of health executives say their organisations 
have been the target of adversarial AI (such as bot 
fraud, spoofed sensor or IoT data and falsified location 
data) multiple times.

These issues may cause substantial difficulties in 
applying these technologies in the near future as more 
research is required to ensure that the data and privacy 
of the elderly is fully respected.

These emerging technological advances are just some 
examples in a huge wave of innovative solutions 
looking to impact the residential care sector. Although, 
the extent of their applications is still not fully known, 
this technological trend seems to be one of the 
answers to the current issues surrounding the sector.



M&A ACTIVITY

According to a recent survey carried out by Capital One, mergers and acquisitions are 
the preferred growth plan for 44% of 291 healthcare executives, therefore maintaining 
its position as the preferred choice of growth in the sector for 2019.

FIGURE 6:
2019 business growth strategy
Source: Capital One Survey
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