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Mobile Health Fails a Checkup
Mobile health care may be falling short
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The promise of using text messages, video or smartphone apps to improve health care has attracted a lot of attention and dollars. Yet mobile health, also known as mHealth, is still in its infancy, and a pair of new analyses shows that it has garnered mixed results. Of 75 controlled trials in which patients used mobile technology to manage a disease or adopt healthier behaviors, only three showed reliable signs of success, according to a review article published in January in PLOS Medicine.
In an accompanying review, the same authors looked at the use of mobile technology to improve health care delivery, such as using text messages to remind patients about appointments, and found that 11 of 42 trials had positive results.
Physician Rahul Chakrabarti of the University of Melbourne in Australia, co–editor in chief of the Journal of Mobile Technology in Medicine, calls the reviews the most comprehensive meta-analysis of mHealth evidence to date.

On supporting science journalism
If you're enjoying this article, consider supporting our award-winning journalism by subscribing. By purchasing a subscription you are helping to ensure the future of impactful stories about the discoveries and ideas shaping our world today.

The limitations of today's mHealth treatments should not discourage researchers, says epidemiologist Caroline Free of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, who led the analysis. People can learn from interventions that did work. For instance, receiving text messages helped smokers quit in one trial that verified its results with biochemical tests. In the only successful patient-intervention trial in the developing world, in Kenya, text message reminders to take antiretroviral drugs helped to reduce HIV virus counts.
The bad news is that most trials had weak designs, with many failing to randomize participants in the control group and the experimental group. Others relied on participants to self-report the results, even though such methods can be unreliable. Most trials also neglected the developing world, where mobile phones have the most potential to improve access to health care.
Chakrabarti, who was not involved in the research, says that the studies show “there is a clear need for improved methodology.”

Rights & Permissions


More by Lucas Laursen

[image: Scientific American Magazine Vol 308 Issue 4]This article was originally published with the title “'Doc, I'm off My Diet. LOL'” in Scientific American Magazine Vol. 308 No. 4 (April 2013), p. 20
doi:10.1038/scientificamerican0413-20aView This Issue





Expand Your World with Science

Learn and share the most exciting discoveries, innovations and ideas shaping our world today.
SubscribeSign up for our newslettersSee the latest storiesRead the latest issueFollow Us:

[image: Scientific American publications in print & digital formats]

	Return & Refund Policy
	About
	Press Room
	Accessibility Statement


	FAQs
	Contact Us
	International Editions


	Advertise
	SA Custom Media
	Terms of Use


	Privacy Policy
	California Consumer Privacy Statement
	Use of cookies/Do not sell my data



Scientific American is part of Springer Nature, which owns or has commercial relations with thousands of scientific publications (many of them can be found at www.springernature.com/us). Scientific American maintains a strict policy of editorial independence in reporting developments in science to our readers.
© 2024 SCIENTIFIC AMERICAN, A DIVISION OF SPRINGER NATURE AMERICA, INC.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



    
    
  