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Report
Investigating the Freestyle Libre System - A Critical Evaluation of Digital Transformation in UK Health and Social Care

Introduction
Digital transformation has become a central feature of health and social care policy in the United Kingdom. It involves the use of digital systems, data and connected technologies to improve quality of care, increase efficiency, support prevention and enable more personalised services. The Department of Health and Social Care and NHS England have argued that long-term sustainability in health and social care depends on stronger digital foundations, including electronic records, remote monitoring, digital skills and better use of patient data (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). In diabetes care, these developments are particularly important because diabetes is a long-term condition that requires regular monitoring, self-management and ongoing clinical support.
One successful digital innovation introduced into UK diabetes services over the last decade is Abbott’s Freestyle Libre system. Freestyle Libre is an intermittently scanned or continuous glucose monitoring technology that uses a sensor worn on the upper arm to provide glucose readings without the need for repeated finger-prick blood tests. The technology has become more widely available through NHS services following national policy commitments and updated clinical guidance, which support wider access to glucose monitoring technologies for people with type 1 diabetes and some people with insulin-treated type 2 diabetes (NHS England, 2019; NICE, 2022a; Diabetes UK, 2022).
This report critically evaluates the Freestyle Libre system as an example of digital transformation in UK health and social care. It considers its impact on service delivery, patients and service users. The discussion recognises the benefits of the technology, including improved self-management and data-informed care, but also examines limitations such as digital exclusion, privacy concerns and implementation costs.

What is the Freestyle Libre System?
The Freestyle Libre system is designed for people living with diabetes who need regular glucose monitoring. It consists of a small sensor attached to the back of the upper arm and a reader or smartphone application that displays glucose readings. The sensor measures glucose in interstitial fluid and allows users and clinicians to identify trends, including periods of hyperglycaemia and hypoglycaemia. Abbott states that newer Libre systems can provide frequent glucose readings and optional alarms, supporting more responsive diabetes management (Abbott, 2024).
Compared with traditional self-monitoring of blood glucose, which relies on finger-prick testing, Freestyle Libre offers a less invasive and more convenient way of tracking glucose levels (NICE, 2023). NICE has recognised that flash glucose monitoring can reduce the number of finger-prick tests required and provide a near-continuous record of glucose patterns, although finger-prick testing may still be needed when symptoms do not match sensor readings or during illness (NICE, 2017; NICE, 2022a). This means the technology should be viewed as an important support tool rather than a complete replacement for clinical judgement or patient education.
NHS England’s commitment to flash glucose monitoring formed part of the NHS Long Term Plan, which aimed to reduce variation in access and ensure that eligible people with type 1 diabetes could benefit from the technology (NHS England, 2019). Updated NICE guidance in 2022 further strengthened access by recommending continuous or flash glucose monitoring for adults with type 1 diabetes and selected people with type 2 diabetes who use multiple daily insulin injections (NICE, 2022a). Therefore, the adoption of Freestyle Libre reflects wider NHS priorities around prevention, personalised care and digitally enabled long-term condition management.

The Role of Digital Transformation in Health and Social Care
Digital transformation uses digital tools, data and connected systems to redesign health and social care. In the UK, this includes electronic records, remote consultations, patient apps, artificial intelligence, virtual wards and remote monitoring. National policy presents digital technology to personalise care, reduce inequalities, prevent needs from escalating and improve staff and patient experience (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). This aligns with the World Health Organization’s view that digital health should strengthen systems by improving access, quality, affordability and sustainability while remaining person-centred and equitable (World Health Organization, 2021).
Freestyle Libre reflects this agenda by moving diabetes monitoring from occasional clinic-based checks towards continuous self-management supported by digital data. Patients and clinicians can review glucose patterns over time and use them to guide treatment decisions, supporting prevention, personalised care and better long-term condition management (NHS England, 2019).
However, digital transformation is not automatically beneficial. NHS digital change has faced challenges such as fragmented systems, uneven implementation and pressure to prove value (House of Commons Health and Social Care Committee, 2023). Digital tools can improve access and efficiency, but may also widen inequalities where people lack devices, internet access or digital confidence. Freestyle Libre must therefore be judged on equity, cost, data security and sustainable implementation as well as clinical benefit.

Relevant UK Policies and Legislation
Freestyle Libre must be understood within the UK digital health policy and legal framework. The NHS Long Term Plan supports digital technology to improve prevention, long-term condition management and fairer access to care (NHS England, 2019). The Department of Health and Social Care also prioritises joined-up records, remote monitoring and digitally enabled services to modernise health and social care (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022).
As Freestyle Libre collects sensitive health data, organisations must comply with the UK General Data Protection Regulation and Data Protection Act 2018, which require lawful, fair and transparent data processing with extra protection for health information (Data Protection Act 2018; NHS England Digital, 2024). The common law duty of confidentiality also requires patient information to be shared only with consent, a legal basis or clear justification.
The Health and Care Act 2022 placed integrated care systems on a statutory footing and strengthened collaboration between NHS organisations, local authorities and partners (Health and Care Act 2022; The King’s Fund, 2022). This supports shared digital approaches for diabetes care, helping Freestyle Libre data contribute to joined-up services rather than fragmented or duplicated care.
NICE guidance and evidence standards support safe digital health adoption. The Evidence Standards Framework expects digital technologies to show effectiveness, value, usability, safety, appropriate data practices and impact on inequalities (NICE, 2022b). For Freestyle Libre, this means adoption should be evidence-based, clinically useful and sustainable.
The NHS Constitution for England promotes fair access, dignity, confidentiality and patient involvement in care decisions (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). Freestyle Libre should therefore be supported by education, accessible help and non-digital alternatives, with strong governance, equal access and data protection.

Impact on Service Delivery
Positive Impacts: One of the most significant advantages of Freestyle Libre is its contribution to service delivery. Continuous monitoring supports preventative healthcare by enabling earlier identification of deteriorating glucose control. This allows healthcare professionals to intervene before complications develop, potentially reducing emergency admissions and hospitalisations (NICE, 2022a).
The technology has also facilitated the growth of remote consultations and virtual clinics. During the COVID-19 pandemic, remote monitoring technologies became essential for maintaining healthcare services while reducing face-to-face contact (NHS England, 2023). The ability to access patient data remotely supports flexible models of care and improves accessibility for service users.
Digital monitoring also enhances efficiency. Healthcare professionals can access comprehensive glucose data before appointments, allowing consultations to focus on treatment planning rather than data collection. This can improve productivity and patient satisfaction.
In addition, data generated through Freestyle Libre contributes to evidence-based practice. Clinicians can use objective information to evaluate treatment effectiveness and make more informed decisions regarding medication adjustments and lifestyle interventions.

Negative Impacts: Despite improvements in service delivery, several challenges remain. Technical failures, such as sensor malfunctions, connectivity issues, or software problems, may disrupt access to important health information. Dependence on technology means that service delivery can be negatively affected when systems fail (NHS England Digital, 2024).
Implementation costs also represent a significant challenge. The procurement of devices, digital infrastructure, software licences, and staff training requires substantial investment. While long-term savings may result from improved diabetes management, the initial costs can be considerable for healthcare organisations (The King's Fund, 2023).
Cybersecurity concerns have become increasingly important as healthcare services rely more heavily on digital technologies. Healthcare organisations must ensure that patient information is protected from data breaches and unauthorised access (National Data Guardian, 2023).

Critical Evaluation
The impact on service delivery has been positive, particularly in terms of efficiency, accessibility, and preventative care. However, healthcare organisations must address technical reliability, cybersecurity risks, and financial sustainability to maximise the benefits of digital transformation.
The service delivery impact is also linked to NHS recovery and demand management. Diabetes complications can place significant pressure on urgent and specialist care, so tools that support earlier intervention may help services use resources more effectively. For example, remote access to glucose data can allow clinicians to identify patterns before a crisis occurs and support virtual reviews where appropriate. Nevertheless, savings are not guaranteed. Organisations must invest in devices, digital infrastructure and governance processes. If these are poorly planned, the technology may add complexity rather than reduce pressure (The King’s Fund, 2023; House of Commons Health and Social Care Committee, 2023).




Impact on Patients and Service Users

Positive Impacts: Patients are among the primary beneficiaries of Freestyle Libre technology. The system promotes self-management by providing immediate access to glucose information, enabling individuals to make informed decisions regarding medication, diet, and exercise (Diabetes UK, 2022).
Research indicates that users of flash glucose monitoring systems often experience improved glycaemic control and reduced incidence of hypoglycaemia (NICE, 2022a). Better glucose management can reduce the risk of long-term complications, including cardiovascular disease, kidney disease, and vision impairment.
The technology also improves quality of life by reducing the need for painful finger-prick tests. Service users report greater confidence in managing their condition and increased independence in daily activities (Diabetes UK, 2022).
Furthermore, the system supports person-centred care by encouraging active participation in healthcare decisions. Access to personal health data empowers individuals to take greater responsibility for managing their condition.

Negative Impacts: Despite these benefits, service users face barriers when using digital healthcare technologies. Digital literacy remains a significant issue, particularly among older adults and individuals with limited technological experience (The King’s Fund, 2025).
Privacy and confidentiality concerns may also affect patient acceptance. Individuals may worry about how their health information is stored, shared, and protected within digital systems (National Data Guardian, 2023).
Additionally, some users may become overly dependent on technology or experience anxiety due to constant monitoring of their health data. Continuous access to glucose information can increase stress for certain individuals, particularly when readings fluctuate unexpectedly.
Not all patients have equal access to smartphones, internet connectivity, or digital devices. Consequently, some individuals may be unable to fully benefit from technological innovations.

Critical Evaluation
Freestyle Libre demonstrates the potential of digital technologies to improve patient outcomes and promote independence. However, successful implementation requires ongoing support, education, and consideration of individual needs. Healthcare providers must ensure that vulnerable groups are not excluded from accessing the benefits of digital healthcare.
Equity is a particularly prominent issue, Diabetes UK welcomed the 2022 NICE guidance because it widened access to flash and continuous glucose monitoring and recognised that diabetes technology should be treated as an important part of care rather than an optional extra (Diabetes UK, 2022). However, unequal access can still occur if local services interpret guidance differently or if patients lack the confidence to request technology. The King’s Fund has warned that digital health services require devices, connectivity and skills, and that people who are older, socially excluded or experiencing poverty may be more likely to face barriers (The King’s Fund, 2025). As a result, digital innovation must be accompanied by inclusive support, training and non-digital alternatives where needed.

Conclusion
The Freestyle Libre system represents a successful and influential example of digital innovation within UK health and social care. It has changed diabetes management by enabling more continuous glucose monitoring, reducing reliance on repeated finger-prick testing and supporting more informed decisions by patients and clinicians. Its wider adoption reflects NHS and government priorities around prevention, personalised care, remote monitoring and the better use of digital data (NHS England, 2019; Department of Health and Social Care, 2022).
The benefits are clear. For patients and service users, Freestyle Libre can improve independence, confidence and self-management. For services, it can support remote reviews, earlier intervention and more efficient use of appointments. For communities, better diabetes control may reduce complications and support people to live more active lives. These advantages show how digital tools can contribute to safer, more person-centred and more preventative care.
However, the technology also has limitations. Services must address costs, cybersecurity, technical reliability and equitable access. Patients may face digital exclusion, privacy concerns or anxiety caused by continuous monitoring. Future development should focus on making FreeStyle Libre available to all eligible groups, while strengthening digital infrastructure, clinical governance and patient education. Continued investment in staff training, digital inclusion and evidence-based implementation will be essential to maximise the clinical and economic benefits of continuous glucose monitoring.
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