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If properly managed, information culled from mobile devices 
can reshape health care.

In a 2013 Health Affairs policy briefing, the Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation concluded that a growing body of evidence 
demonstrates that patients who are more actively involved in their 
health care experience better health outcomes and incur lower 
costs.1

It is perhaps, then, no surprise that a top priority for the vast 
majority of health system leaders nationwide is to boost patient 
engagement.2 While patient engagement comes in many forms, 
one newer method currently exploding in popularity is patients using 

wearable devices or smartphone applications to monitor their physical fitness and other health behaviors. In fact, according 
to Juniper Research, the smart, wearable device market is expected to reach $19 billion by 2018, up from only $1.4 billion in 
2013.3

As patients—who are quickly becoming healthcare consumers due to their increasing out-ofpocket responsibility and the 
Affordable CareAct’s health coverage mandate—begin adoptingthese devices, they will demand their collected data be 
integrated with their medical records and available to their health care provider. Once these health care consumers depend on 
these products’ offerings for daily use, a sense of “stickiness” will surround the use of each product. This stickiness will ensure 
the continued use of the product by consumers and in turn allow providers to obtain and analyze important data to achieve 
their Triple Aim goals of improving the patient experience, improving the health of populations, and reducing health care 
costs.

For the “sticky” technology to achieve these ends, however, three factors must be present. The first is the data from these 
devices and applications must be delivered in some meaningful context so the provider can easily understand them in a 
practical manner. The second is the technology must be mobile so the data can be captured anytime and anywhere for the 
sake of convenience and accuracy. The final factor is interoperability, which includes the ability for the consumer-captured data 
to be easily shared and universally understood across multiple systems. 
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Context Delivers Meaning and Drives Action 

Hundreds of different health monitoring and fitness devices are bombarding hospitals and practices with a data avalanche that 
will not benefit any stakeholder unless the providers’ backend information systems collecting that data present the information 
in a meaningful, evidence-based context to support decision making. 

For example, a patient using a smart bodyweight scale wirelessly transmits his weight daily to his provider, exhibiting a 
steady weight gain over several days. These daily updates alone would likely be overlooked in a flood of other incoming 
data. However, if they are filtered through a clinical decision support engine that automatically accesses this patient’s EHR 
and generates a notification for the provider that the patient is on a medication where sudden weight gain is a potentially 
dangerous side effect, then an intervention can be performed before an adverse event occurs. On the patient side, the 
smartphone application connected to the smart bodyweight scale also would be linked to the patient’s medication list and 
would urge the patient to contact his provider as the weight gain is detected.

For healthy consumers not on a maintenance medication, the stickiness of a device or app will depend on its ability to deliver 
value so that they use the technology on a daily basis. Health systems and employers, which are very interested in ensuring 
these patients and employees maintain their healthy behaviors, should configure employer wellness programs to reward 
employees financially for achieving and reporting health and fitness metrics using a mobile device app. When the app shares 
consumer-supplied data, the health system would benefit by having a low-resource utilization consumer engaged in the 
system while the employee would appreciate an annual premium discount or other financial incentive from the employer.

Mobility Offers Convenience and Accuracy

Ensuring a health or fitness product’s stickiness requires the device or app to deliver value to health care consumers, but it also 
must be convenient and simple to access and operate. As of January of this year, 68% of consumers own a smartphone, and 
of those mobile phone users who recently acquired a new device, 84% of those purchases were smartphones.4 The increasing 
ubiquity of these devices means sticky consumer-facing health and fitness technology must be mobile and/or have smartphone 
integration capabilities. This year, several major consumer electronics companies have announced agreements with health 
systems, HIT vendors, or other companies to partner on smartphone-based health and fitness monitoring applications and 
devices. These alignments indicate that industries besides health care are anticipating consumers will want to capture their 
own biometric data and share it with their providers using their smartphone or tablet as the bridge.These entities realize 
mobile devices offer convenience, which encourages stickiness for the consumer, but the devices also increase the likelihood
the data will be more accurate because the technology would automatically capture the information wherever and whenever 
it is required, either through sensors or software algorithms.

Interoperability Supports Trust

While automation will help reduce providers’ skepticism of the data collected from these applications and devices, trust will 
continue to be a major hurdle for clinicians in the coming years. Increasing the use of standardized data formats,
such as continuity of care documents (CCDs), will help with clinical adoption, but additional IT standards must be embraced 
by developers for their products to be truly valuable to the health care provider community. Standards like CCDs promote 
interoperability of systems, so when consumers want to share their blood pressure reading with their primary care physician,
cardiologist, and endocrinologist, they will need to access only one application or device, ensuring stickiness. Likewise, 
providers, regardless of their EHR system or health system affiliation, would be able to automatically capture and add that
reading to the relevant medical record because it was shared in a universally accepted technical and clinical format.
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Prove Their Stickiness

In the near future, health systems and practices will be inundated with requests from the makers of consumer-facing devices 
and applications about integrating their technology with providers’ information systems. While all of these companies will 
claim their products deliver valuable clinical data and support patient engagement, providers should demand these vendors 
prove their ability to perform on the three factors described above by answering the
following questions:

     1.  Context: Can these vendors’ technology deliver consumer-captured data in context using a decision-support engine that 
leverages evidence and EHR data?

     2.  Mobility: Can the device automatically capture data while the consumer is mobile and/or by linking to the consumer’s 
smartphone or tablet?

     3.  Interoperability: Can consumers share their data in a universally accepted format that will be understood by the 
organization’s information systems and by other providers across the care continuum?

If the answer to all three questions is yes, then the IT vendor is likely offering devices that will become a daily part of the lives 
of consumers. Stickiness alone, however, is only half of the engagement equation. Providers must integrate the technology 
and incorporate monitoring and analysis of consumer-captured data into their daily workflow so they can intervene when 
necessary. Even sticky technology is only a tool— it’s up to the providers to leverage the solution
to deliver high-quality care.

— Vern Davenport is president of Medfusion.
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