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Of all the potential calamities facing humanity, the one that few people can argue about is that
of the global population that is growing in numbers, age, size and incidence of chronic disease.
In Australia, 3.6 million people have  diabetes or pre-diabetes. In the US, that number  was
29.1 million in 2012, or 9.3% of the population. The number of people with pre-diabetes in 2012
however was a staggering 86 million.

Diabetes is the 6th leading cause of death in Australia and the 7th in the US.

More doctors won’t work

It is no wonder then that 8% of all consultations that GPs deal with in Australia concern
diabetes. GPs spend on average twice as long with diabetes patients and they visit twice as
many times. The incidence of diabetes is rapidly outpacing the health services’ ability to deal
with it. Diabetes in Australia is 
growing
at 7% per year, whilst the number of GPs is only 
growing
at 3%.

The challenge for patients

From the patient’s perspective however, the GP visit represents only 3 hours of direct
consultation and support each year, for a condition that they need to be managing for the rest of
their lives. Even if the patient is given a plan of how they need to tackle changing their lifestyle
in order to reduce the development of their condition, it is largely left up to them to actually carry
this out.

An interesting issue here is that all of the health information that is useful to the patient is the
data that the patients themselves can measure directly. Having access to information held by
the doctor is relatively unimportant, which means that the provision of a personal health record
would not help in the overall management of the disease. Governments investing in these
systems, like the Australian Personally Controlled Electronic Health Record ( PCEHR ) would
actually do much better by investing directly in software and systems that help patients help
themselves, ideally in the form of mobile apps. The US is also seeing 
low adoption
of personal health records, pointing to their limited role in supporting direct management of
disease.
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http://www.australiandiabetescouncil.com/diabetes-education/diabetes-facts
http://www.diabetes.org/diabetes-basics/statistics/
https://ama.com.au/ausmed/gps-are-nations-front-line-tackling-chronic-disease
http://www.australiandiabetescouncil.com/media/media-releases/diabetes-a-risk-to-your-health,-no-matter-your-age
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/4102.0Main+Features20April+2013
http://www.nehta.gov.au/our-work/pcehr
http://www.healthcareitnews.com/news/parsing-paradox-underused-phrs
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What a self-management mobile health app would need

Self-management of chronic disease involves  a patient understanding the basis for their
illness, being able to activate resources that will help them manage and hopefully improve their
condition and finally adapt their life to living with the condition.  All of this can be overwhelming,
but could be made much easier through electronic assistance.

In the case of diabetes, the recommended guidelines  for lifestyle modification are actually
quite complicated. There are goals to be set for exercise, diet, smoking and alcohol
consumption. A mobile app could allocate an electronic care plan based on these guidelines,
along with a means of understanding and keeping track of progress towards achieving set
goals.

The principle objective once people understand the goals they need to achieve in managing
diabetes is actually sticking to them. Very few patients currently continue with exercise
programmes, for example, and give up  after only a short time.

Mobile apps would also assist with self-monitoring the progress of diabetes, ideally through
connected blood sugar measuring devices. Research  has shown that patients that self-monitor
their condition significantly improve their outcomes and reduce symptoms of diabetes.

Finally, a self-management app would incorporate elements of “gamification”  to keep patients
engaged with the process of self-management. Recognising achievements in attaining goals,
when presented as part of a game has been shown  to increase compliance with self-managed
treatments of chronic disease.

Unfortunately we aren’t there yet

Although the features outlined above, if available in a mobile app, would provide ideal support
for people with diabetes, finding an app available today is going to be hard. In a review of
diabetes apps available for Android and Apple mobile devices, researchers found  a wide range
to choose from although the majority simply provided a means of recording blood glucose
levels. There were no apps that they could find that presented evidence-based guidelines
allowing patients to properly manage their conditions.
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http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3366425/
http://www.racgp.org.au/your-practice/guidelines/diabetes/6-lifestyle-modification
http://clinical.diabetesjournals.org/content/24/2/71.full
http://care.diabetesjournals.org/content/28/6/1510.full.pdf+html
http://hmi.ewi.utwente.nl/verslagen/capita-selecta/CS-Boensma-Robert.pdf
http://www.imedicalapps.com/2014/06/diabetes-mobile-apps-features/
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It is hard to understand why the crisis of chronic disease has been allowed to continue largely
unabated. Even though politically it might prove impossible to deal with the root causes of poor
diet and lack of exercise, finding more effective strategies for self-management is going to be
essential as there are no other viable alternatives.

David Glance does not work for, consult to, own shares in or receive funding from any company
or organisation that would benefit from this article, and has no relevant affiliations.

Read more http://theconversation.com/to-deal-with-chronic-disease-patients-will-need-better-
mobile-health-apps-35283
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