Thinking Outside the Box

By Rebecca Sauvé
We live in a time of constant change. Advancements in medicine and technology are occurring continually and can provide us key opportunities to assist with our patients' recoveries. It's in everyone's best interest to see our patients get better faster and so we should utilize all the appropriate methods we can to make positive changes. In many cases technology can assist in this goal and it's therefore important for clinicians to stay abreast of the options available.

This past year has turned things upside down for the world and our industry.  For instance, I don't think many of us would have guessed we'd ever find ourselves trying to perform an evaluation virtually, but here we are. Thankfully we are problem solvers by nature and can get creative for our patients. As a company we are fortunate to have many skilled clinicians to reach out to for ideas and support, but let's not forget to include the many other avenues we have to assist with patient care. 

One of the most common tools at our patient's fingertips is their smartphone. There is a constantly growing number of applications (apps) being released, many of which we can utilize in therapy. Apps that can aid with tracking heart rate, sleep cycle, physical activity and similar metrics can help patients monitor their overall health. We can also use apps for more specific therapy assessment and interventions like goniometry, joint proprioception, laterality, finger dexterity, balance, exercise programs and patient education. As added benefits, many of these apps are free and can motivate patients to be more compliant by gamifying their home program. 

In addition to smartphones, there are many other forms of technology that can be used in physical therapy. Virtual reality (VR) and the Wii balance board are two popular tools. Therapists are using Wii-hab and VR in clinics to assist with balance and joint proprioception. With VR we can simulate walking environments for patient's making their sessions more specific to their condition as well as more engaging overall. Studies have shown that using interactive tools like the Wii increased patient's interest and ability to perform exercise. 

A program called Sway allows us to measure and track concussion symptoms and provides balance information through motion sensor software on the patients smartphone. This would be an excellent tool for getting young athletes ready to return to sports. 

Patient's who are prehabbing for or recovering from surgery may benefit from FocusMotion which is a smart orthotic the patient wears to provide movement data to the therapist and doctor. The patient is also able to follow a guided exercise program with real-time feedback. 

With the potential of telehealth becoming more of a norm, we will need to adapt and modify how we assess our patients more accurately and effectively when we can't be physically with them. A study was done comparing wrist measurements of wrist injured and wrist healthy patients using their smartphone digital level app as a goniometer and measurements taken by a researcher with a universal goniometer. The results were that both groups were able to reliably measure their wrist motions within 2 degrees of the researcher using a universal goniometer. This is one way we can use smartphones in telehealth situations to better collect objective measurements. Some therapists are also using the Xbox Kinect camera which uses a motion sensor to detect movement allowing for hands free play. The camera shows the patient's movement in real-time and can help to guide them through the movement providing biofeedback while recording sessions and progress. Motion sensor software is being widely used to analyze movement and assist with making treatment more effective for individuals.

In conclusion, technology in physical therapy can provide valuable information as well as enhancing patient motivation and compliance. We need to be sure to properly educate patients on correctly using apps as part of their exercise program. There are many options and tools available to us and as clinicians we need to be able to explore all avenues to optimize a successful outcome for our patient. Further research studies need to be done to show the efficacy of the interventions and how they tie into our evidence based practice. Included below is a list of apps for your reference. 

Name of App
Cost

Purpose
Goniometer 

free

Measures AROM

KanDo

free

Measures reaction time, accuracy, and dexterity

Tilt the table

free

Use your device to tilt and move the ball to work on wrist 





proprioception

Labyrinth

free

Also for wrist proprioception

Orientate

free

Laterality recognition for pain and movement disorders

Recognise

$5.99

Laterality training and graded motor imagery

PainScale-

PainTracker Diary
free

Helps patients track and manage their pain

PT timer: 

stretch & exercise
free

Assists patients with keeping time, counting reps and sets

Pocket Anatomy
$.99

To aide in patient education 

Mobile Measures
free

Outcome measure calculator and patient assessment tools

ICD10 Consult
free

To assist in diagnostic coding 
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