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Sonitor and IBM:  
tracking healthcare assets 
for improved patient care
An ultrasound-based locating system designed for  
use in healthcare environments 

Within any healthcare facility, it is important to know where  
things and people are at all times – medical equipment, records, 
personnel, even patients. The ability to locate equipment and  
individuals immediately within medical institutions is vital to ensuring 
improved patient care, efficiency and staff workflow. A partnership 
between Sonitor Technologies and IBM provides the most accurate  
and efficient technology for any indoor Real Time Locating System 
(RTLS) solution. 

Solution overview
Sonitor Technologies has developed an ultrasound-based RTLS  
that tracks the location of moveable objects in indoor environments 
with area, room or sub-room level location accuracy. Founded by a 
physician, it is designed specifically for use in healthcare facilities. 

Sonitor utilizes ultrasound tags and readers to track assets accurately 
and inexpensively. Attached to equipment, patients and staff, the tag 
emits a unique, interference-free identification signal that is received  
by an ultrasound receiver. The receiver recognizes the tag ID and 
transmits data to the IBM middleware and location awareness server  
via the facility’s existing local area wired or wireless network (LAN). 
The tracking and location information, as well as alerts and reports,  
can be presented on computers, PDAs and portable phones connected 
to the network as set up in the IBM software’s rules engine.

With this reliable information, users can not only pinpoint in real time 
the location of any tracked object or individual, they can also receive 
real-time alerts, analyze process flows, encounters and happenings as 
they occur or utilize the harvested location and movement data for 
process improvement reviews. 

Highlights: 
•	 Tracks	movement	of	assets	and		

people	with	complete	accuracy

•	 Represents	an	important	advance		
over	other	identification	methods

•	 Integrates	with	IBM	middleware	and	
WebSphere®	Sensor	Event	Server

•	 Helps	ensure	patient	and	staff		
safety,	satisfaction,	efficiency	and	
regulatory	compliance	
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Sonitor’s RTLS technology integrates with IBM via the  
IBM Real-Time Asset Locator (RTAL), a bundle of software 
products that include the WebSphere Sensor Event Server, 
the IBM middleware for sensor-type applications. Inside the 
Sensor Event Server is a complex event processing engine 
from which alerts and events can be issued, based on pre-
programmed instructions. These instructions can include 
various conditions that generate alerts or start automated 
business processes.

IBM’s Real-Time Asset Locator integrates WebSphere  
Sensor Events and Maximo® Asset Management to provide 
enhanced asset life-cycle and maintenance management. 
RTAL can also integrate other asset management solutions 
that are based on Maximo Asset Management such as Tivoli® 
Asset Management for IT. 

IBM’s healthcare-related sensors are positioned in the 
marketplace as the IBM Healthcare RTLS. This refers to  
a component of the IBM Health Integration Framework,  
a software platform that supports IBM and IBM business 
partner solutions for providers, health plans and life  
sciences organizations. 

Combined, the Sonitor IBM partnership helps provider 
organizations meet their strategic tracking, workflow, safety 
and compliance improvement requirements, and is an 
important facet of business and clinical optimization. In 
addition, the Sonitor technology is compatible with other 
interfaces within the framework including the IBM/UPMC 
SmartRoom workflow optimization application, which 
provides patient-centric information directly to the bedside. 

Sonitor’s solution does not interfere with any other WiFi or 
radio frequencies (RF) because it communicates on ultrasound 
frequencies unused by any medical equipment. It can also be 
deployed without any expensive RF site surveys, and does not 
require any repeat calibrations. 

An ultrasound location system represents an important 
advance over identification methods often employed in 
hospitals such as radio frequency identification (RFID) 
technologies and infrared solutions. When searching a  
specific RFID signal, for example, users can only identify  
an approximate zone but cannot distinguish from which side  
of a wall the signal is emanating. This precludes any solution 
which is dependent on monitoring the association events  
of two or more tracked objects at the same location at the 
same time. 

Other limitations of RFID include lack of real-time visibility 
to tagged items or people locations, poor reads due to metallic 
and liquids’ interference and possible RF interference with 
medical devices. Limitations of Infrared include possible 
interference from other light sources, risk of line-of-sight 
blockage and infrared signal passage through windows.

Sonitor and IBM: helping hospitals  
work smarter
The Sonitor IBM solution is optimally configured to assist 
healthcare providers in meeting important goals including 
improvements in patient safety, operational metrics and 
regulatory compliance. It does so by helping agile healthcare 
organizations stay instrumented, interconnected and 
intelligent. All translate into improved return on investment 
(ROI). Some examples: 

Patient safety. A sensor tag worn on a patient’s wrist enables 
organizations to keep track of patients and even send alerts 
should they wander into unauthorized areas, incur a fall at 
bedside or tumble within other monitored “fall detection 
zones.” In addition, patient care can be administered on a 
more regular basis since patients can be quickly located. 
Infections and communicable diseases can be prevented when 
the need for decontamination and maintenance of critical 
assets such as infusion pumps is immediately determined. 
RTLS technology can even be employed to detect whether 
personnel are sanitizing their hands immediately before and 
after patient contact. 

“The Sonitor IBM partnership combines the 
most effective hospital tracking technology 
with the most versatile software applications. 
The result is improved efficiency and  
patient care.” 

—		Jørn	S.	Husemoen,	CEO	Sonitor	Technologies	
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Regulatory compliance. Patient care and efficiencies are 
not the only incentives behind timely preventative 
maintenance and equipment decontamination. Mandatory 
compliance with federal, state and local regulations is another 
chronic concern for healthcare providers. Careers are 
enhanced and liability concerns eased when compliance can 
be validated using RTLS technologies. 

All these tasks are enabled by Sonitor technology, 
communicating with an IBM WebSphere Sensor Events 
Server that contains the middleware for sensor-type 
applications. The component within the server for sensor 
applications requiring real-time tagged item location is  
called Location Awareness Services (LAS). Both WebSphere 
Premises Server and LAS middleware are built on open, 
flexible and enterprise-scale IBM software products. They  
are hardware-agnostic and can serve as a single integration 
point for all sensor-based applications within an organization. 

Other middleware within the IBM healthcare framework 
include Maximo Enterprise Asset Management, an integrated 
solution that provides support for managing assets, workflow, 
procurement, materials and other departments. 

Efficiency. When medical staff spend more time caring for 
patients than on unproductive tasks such as searching for 
equipment and personnel, everybody wins. When idle assets 
are quickly located and repurposed, hospitals can determine  
if they are buying or renting more equipment than they need. 
Similarly, the emergency department, operating room and  
bed management can all be optimized with RTLS 
technologies. Processes can all be mapped and bottlenecks 
identified, boosting patient satisfaction and profitability. 
Greater visibility of operational metrics such as bed utilization 
or time to triage leads to improved workflow management. 
Nurses responding to a patient using the nurse-call system 
will be automatically detected in the patient room or by the 
patient bedside, eliminating the need for a button press to 
cancel the call manually. Immediate attention can thus be paid 
to the patient needs, providing a more accurate measure for 
nurse-call response time. 
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Sonitor and IBM experience

Sonitor Technologies 
 • Technology – Sonitor’s industry-leading RTLS is simple 

to install and scale. It delivers configurable zone-level, 
room-level or defined sub-room level location accuracy 
performance. 

 • Versatility – Sonitor’s ultrasound solutions offer unique 
opportunities for identifying tagged assets, including views 
down entire hallways. Another unique feature is its customer 
interfacing document that is readily available and easily 
understood. 

 • Flexibility – Sonitor is exploring numerous opportunities for 
its ultrasound technology. They include a project called 
Co-Operation Support Through Transparency (COSTT), 
which explores innovative uses of Sonitor’s RTLS to help 
develop better healthcare services in complex multi-actor 
environments.

IBM’s Health Integration Framework and  
RTLS solution
 • Flexibility – The IBM Health Integration Framework 

supports a practical, progressive and flexible approach to 
business transformation. It helps healthcare providers 
improve patient outcomes while achieving operational 
profitability, a challenge facing every provider organization. 

 • Versatility – the IBM Healthcare RTLS solution enables 
fact-based decisions that improve patient care, enhance 
workflow, increase efficiencies and reduce costs.

 • Global experience – IBM is a recognized leader in the 
RFID and sensors and actuators (S&A) markets. It has 17 
international S&A centers of excellence and multiple IBM 
research locations pursuing new and emerging technologies. 

For more information
To learn more about IBM in healthcare, contact your IBM 
sales rep or visit:  
ibm.com/software/industry/healthcare

To learn more about Sonitor, please visit:  
www.sonitor.com
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