
 

Fitness watches generate useful information,
but increase patient anxiety

August 4 2020

  
 

  

Credit: CC0 Public Domain

Is my heart beating slightly fast? Is a heart attack coming? I didn't sleep
as much as I thought I had last night—is that bad for my heart?
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Health apps and fitness watches can shed considerable light on how our
bodies work and make recommendations for a healthy lifestyle.

However, self-measuring can have a downside too, according to a new
study that examined the experiences of 27 heart patients who used
'Fitbit' fitness watches to measure their sleep, heart rates and physical
activity.

Although the 28-74 year-old heart patients learned more about their
illnesses and were motivated to exercise during the six months that they
wore the watches, they also became more anxious, explains Tariq Osman
Andersen, an assistant professor at the University of Copenhagen's
Department of Computer Science and one of the researchers behind the
study:

"Our study shows that, overall, self-measurements are more problematic
than beneficial when it comes to the patient experience. Patients begin to
use the information from their Fitbits just as they would use a doctor.
However, they don't get help interpreting their watch data. This makes
them unnecessarily anxious, or they may learn something that is far from
reality," he says.

Generates insecurity and anxiousness

Along with two other researchers from the University of Copenhagen
and the company Vital Beats, Tariq Osman Andersen examined patients
with cardiac arrhythmia and pacemakers through 66 qualitative
interviews.

They conclude that, overall, there are two points that include both the
pros and cons of using Fitbit watches:

1. More information calms, but also spurs doubts. Patients have a
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sense that they are becoming more in tune with their overall 
health, but they link the information to their heart disease, for
which there is no safe basis. For example, if they see that they
aren't sleeping as much as they should be, they become
uncomfortable and fear that this may exacerbate their illness.
Similarly, they often link fast hearts rate with an increased risk
of heart attack. "Conversely, the Fitbit watch can be calming, if
data shows that you are sleeping well and have a low heart rate.
The problem is that you cannot use data directly related to heart
disease because the watch is designed for sports and wellness, as
opposed to managing disease," explains Tariq Osman Andersen.

2. Patients gain the courage to exercise, while simultaneously
experiencing feelings of guilt. Another aspect of the Fitbit watch
with both positive and negative aspects, is exercise. On one hand,
patients were motivated to be active, but at the same time, the
app revealed when patients did not attain the recommended
10,000 daily steps, which made many of them feel guilty.

"The Fitbit watch is not designed for heart patients, so they should not
necessarily follow the same recommendations for exercise as those who
are in good health," explains Tariq Osman Andersen.

Help needed for interpretation

The use of health apps like the Fitbit watch is part of a growing trend to
measure the health of, among others, those with chronic illnesses.
According to Tariq Osman Andersen, they offer great promise:

"There is a tremendous potential in engaging patients outside the hospital
by allowing them to manage their illnesses through health apps like the
Fitbit watch," he explains.

But for health apps to have an effect, patients need help interpreting data
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related to sleep, heart rate and exercise habits, according to the research
team behind the study:

"We believe it is time to think in terms of 'collaborative care,' where
both patient and clinicians benefit from the new health data and are
thereby able to work together to manage and treat chronic diseases. This
requires that we create a digital platform in which clinicians and patients
can jointly interpret data from, for example, fitness watches, without
creating unnecessary additional work for clinicians," concludes Tariq
Osman Andersen.

  More information: Tariq Osman Andersen et al, Experiences With
Wearable Activity Data During Self-Care by Chronic Heart Patients:
Qualitative Study, Journal of Medical Internet Research (2020). DOI:
10.2196/15873
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