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Digital Health Tools to 
Support Cancer Survivorship

Due to an aging population and improvements in the 
early detection and treatment of cancer, the number of 
cancer survivors continues to increase. It is projected 
that by 2030 there will be more than 22 million cancer 
survivors in the United States. Individuals with a 
history of cancer may have unique needs related to the 
long-term impacts of cancer and its treatment, such as 
pain, fatigue, and psychological distress. Survivors are 
also at increased risk for second primary cancers, other 
comorbid conditions, and mortality. However, despite 
these risks, research suggests that many survivors 
do not adhere to health behavior recommendations 
that could improve their quality of life, mitigate late 
effects, and reduce the risk of cancer and other chronic 
diseases. Moreover, many survivors report having 
unmet supportive care needs.

Digital health tools such as mobile health applications 
and wearable devices can improve the health and 
well-being of cancer survivors by supporting patient 
education, health behavior change, and symptom 
management. These tools also enable the delivery of 
interventions that are responsive, personalized, and 
available on demand. Studies have shown that digital 
interventions can be effective in increasing physical 
activity, supporting weight management, increasing 

Quick Facts

• As of January 2019, there were an estimated 17 
million cancer survivors in the United States, and it is 
projected that this number will increase to more than 
22 million by 2030.

• Digital health tools such as mobile apps and wearable 
devices may support cancer survivors with engaging 
in health promoting behaviors and navigating their 
survivorship care. 

• Cancer survivors are just as likely as the general 
population to own and use digital health tools, but 
there are disparities in digital health tool ownership 
and usage among survivors by age, income, and 
education level.  

• Survivors who have health-related apps installed on 
their mobile device have greater odds of meeting 
dietary and physical activity recommendations 
compared to survivors who don’t have these apps. 

This HINTS® Brief examines the use of digital health tools by cancer survivors 

medication adherence, and improving symptoms like 
fatigue and pain among cancer survivors. Additionally, 
digital health tools can remove many of the logistical 
barriers that are associated with in-person care and 
participation in traditional health promotion programs 
(such as time and travel burden), which could make 
digital modalities especially useful in the cancer 
survivorship context. 

Source:  Analysis of HINTS 5 Cycle 3 data in Onyeaka et al. (2021)
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Use of Digital Health Tools among Cancer Survivors 
A recent study used HINTS 5 Cycle 3 (2019) data to examine differences in use of digital health tools between cancer survivors 
and the general population, assess the relationship between digital health tools and health behaviors among survivors, and 
identify sociodemographic predictors of digital health tool utilization among survivors. The analysis found that ownership 
and usage of digital health tools did not differ by cancer survivorship status: cancer survivors had similar odds of tablet and 
smartphone ownership, wearable device use, and having health-related apps on their mobile device as the general population. 
They were also just as likely as individuals without a cancer history to report that digital health tools helped them in discussions 
with their health care provider, helped them track health-related goals, and helped them in making medical decisions. 

The study also found that cancer survivors who had health-related apps installed on their mobile device were more likely to 
meet national recommendations for diet, physical activity, and strength training compared to survivors who did not have these 
apps, suggesting that digital health tools can support health promotion efforts in this population. However, the analysis also 
pointed to significant disparities in digital health tool ownership and usage among survivors by age, income, and education: 
survivors with a college or postgraduate degree were more likely to have health apps compared to those with less than a college 
education, and survivors 65 years of age or older and those with less than $20,000 in annual income were significantly less likely 
to use a wearable device than survivors ages 18–64 and those with an annual income of $75,000 or more, respectively.

How Can This Inform Your Work?
Digital health tools have the potential to enhance survivorship, and clinicians and caregivers may wish to leverage these tools to 
support patients in adopting healthy behaviors and becoming more engaged in their care. However, the use of digital tools is not 
equitable, and some cancer survivors (e.g., older individuals) may need more support to fully benefit from these tools. Providers 
can assist these patients and their caregivers by identifying affordable, high-quality apps or devices, explaining how these tools 
can enhance survivorship, and demonstrating how to use them. Once patients start using digital health tools, providers may 
encourage ongoing engagement with these technologies by collaboratively reviewing the data collected by the device or app, 
and helping to make the data actionable. Integrating data from these digital health tools into patient medical records may also 
improve care, for example by supplementing the information that providers collect during brief clinical encounters, and enabling 
ongoing symptom monitoring.

Public health practitioners can help cancer survivors harness the benefits of digital tools by creating resources that help 
survivors navigate available health technologies and select evidence-based tools that are appropriate for their budget, 
preferences, and goals. To ensure that the use of digital technologies in survivorship care does not further exacerbate health 
disparities, practitioners can also work to identify and address barriers to the use of digital health tools among different groups 
of survivors, for example by offering digital literacy training to survivors who express a lack of confidence in using technology.

The National Cancer Institute (NCI) created the Health Information National Trends Survey 
(HINTS) to monitor changes in the rapidly evolving field of health communication. The survey data 
can be used to understand how adults use communication channels to obtain health information 
for themselves and their loved ones. HINTS data can also help practitioners create more effective 
health communication strategies. The HINTS survey has been fielded 13 times to date. 

HINTS Briefs provide a snapshot of noteworthy, data-driven research findings. They introduce population-level estimates for 
specific questions in the survey and summarize significant research findings resulting from analyses of how certain demographic 
characteristics influence specific outcomes. Many Briefs summarize research findings from recent peer-reviewed journal articles 
that have used HINTS data.
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For More Information on Cancer
• Call the NCI Cancer Information Service at 1-800-4-CANCER

• Visit https://www.cancer.gov

• Order NCI publications at https://pubs.cancer.gov/ncipl/home.aspx

• Visit Facebook.com/cancer.gov and https://www.youtube.com/ncigov
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