
 

Virtual, face-to-face exercise coaching
motivates employees who are at high risk of
heart disease, diabetes to exercise
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A personalised active lifestyle programme for employees with metabolic
syndrome (who are at high risk of heart disease, stroke, and type 2
diabetes) that uses wearable activity trackers, a smartphone app, and face-
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to-face sessions with exercise coaches, can reduce disease severity in
both men and women in various occupations, according to a randomised
trial of over 300 workers published in The Lancet Public Health journal.

Moreover, improvements in exercise capacity, anxiety and depression,
and quality of life from being more physically active were associated
with participants feeling more able to work and being more productive.

"By equipping participants with a wearable activity tracker we were able
to guide and support individuals regardless of where they worked or
lived", says Dr. Sven Haufe from Hannover Medical School in Germany
who led the research. "With the high acceptance of recommended
activity and mobile health technologies, and a drop-out rate similar to
that seen in other exercise programmes, this type of intervention has
huge potential to reduce disease risk, while improving mental health, 
work ability, and productivity for the large and growing number of
employees at high risk of cardiovascular and metabolic disease in an
ageing workforce."

"Offering similar programmes to the broader workforce could ease the
healthcare burden and economic costs arising from metabolic syndrome
conditions that already affect 1 in 4 adults worldwide (over a billion
people)."

Individuals are diagnosed with metabolic syndrome when they have at
least three of its five risk factors—a large amount of abdominal body
fat, low levels of high-density-lipoprotein cholesterol, high levels of fat
(triglycerides) in the blood, high blood pressure, or high blood sugar
levels. Metabolic syndrome increases the chances of developing heart
disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes, but it is also linked with rising costs
as a result of sick leave and lost productivity.

Despite the growing epidemics of obesity and metabolic syndrome and
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an ageing workforce, evidence for the effectiveness of physical activity
interventions on work ability in individuals at higher risk of disease is
lacking.

The study included 314 volunteers in various occupations
(manual/office/shift/full-time) with metabolic syndrome from the main
Volkswagen factory in Germany. Participants were randomly assigned to
the 6-month lifestyle programme focusing on regular exercise (160
adults), or a control group where participants were not given any specific
lifestyle recommendations and carried on as normal (154).

Participants in the exercise group wore a fitness tracker bracelet and
received personalised exercise, nutrition, and stress management
recommendations at regular face-to-face meetings with an exercise
coach and via a smartphone app, with the aim of doing 150 minutes of
moderately-intense physical activity a week for 6 months. Activities
were adapted based on activity-monitor data.

The researchers measured the change in metabolic syndrome severity
adjusted for sex and ethnicity—with high scores representing an
increased risk for, or severity of, metabolic syndrome. All participants
underwent medical examinations and completed questionnaires about
their health-related quality of life, level of anxiety and depression,
amount of physical activity, and work ability at the start of the trial and
again 6 months later.

Overall, 274 (87%) participants were included in the analysis. The
exercise group did an average of 147 minutes moderate intensity
exercise per week over 6 months.

After 6 months, the average metabolic score in the exercise group was
significantly reduced compared with the control group (0.93 before the
intervention and 0.63 after 6 months vs 0.95 and 0.90)—with substantial
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improvements in four of the five risk factors for metabolic syndrome
(waist circumference, triglycerides, blood sugar, and blood pressure)
compared with controls.

Results also showed parallel increases in self-reported work ability
(score 0-49) in the exercise group (36.9 before intervention and 39.0
after 6 months), but not in the control group (37.6 and 38.1).
Importantly, longer duration of physical activity each week was linked
with greater improvement in work ability over 6 months.

Eleven adverse events were reported in the exercise group (orthopaedic
[8 events], Chron´s disease diagnosis, heart attack, renal colic diagnosis),
and one in the control group (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease
diagnosis). Only one event was deemed directly related to the
intervention—one participant in the exercise group reported accidently
twisting his ankle during running training. Overall, more participants in
the exercise group dropped out of the study compared to the control
group (28 vs 12).

The authors note several limitations, including that unmeasured
confounding (ie, differences in unmeasured factors which may have
affected the health outcomes of the study) such as nutrition and smoking
may have influenced results. They also point out that most of
participants were men (86%) and white, which could limit the
generalisability of the findings.

Discussing the implications of the findings in a linked Comment,
Professor Alex Burdorf from Erasmus Medical Center Rotterdam, The
Netherlands says, "The health promotion programme by Haufe and
colleagues shows great promise for developing more effective preventive
interventions on unhealthy behaviours. Given the reported effectiveness
with moderate effect sizes after 6 months, this intervention is not the
magic solution for combating health-related loss of work ability. Further
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improvements are required to create a healthy workforce. Promising
avenues are multicomponent interventions that address unhealthy
behaviours simultaneously and interventions that ensure that strenuous
working conditions and unhealthy behaviours are equally targeted. The
application of modern technologies in mHealth and eHealth will provide
excellent opportunities for dynamic intervention programmes that
overcome the traditional barriers of insufficient reach, uptake and
sustainability of large-scale health promotion programmes."

  More information: Sven Haufe et al. Telemonitoring-supported
exercise training, metabolic syndrome severity, and work ability in
company employees: a randomised controlled trial, The Lancet Public
Health (2019). DOI: 10.1016/S2468-2667(19)30075-1
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