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Digital health

• “Use of technology to improve individual’s health and wellness.”

• Health information websites & apps.
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Global internet penetration

5/24https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/stat/default.aspx
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App Store Downloads

• 204 billion apps downloaded 

from app stores in 2019.

• 400,000+ health apps.
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https://www.appannie.com/en/go/state-of-mobile-2020/



How do people use digital health? (USA)
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• Byambasuren, et al. (2018)

• Evaluation of systematic reviews.  
Found only six reviews of 23 RCTs 
on 22 health apps.

• Only 11 RCTs showed meaningful 
effect attributable to apps.

• “overall low quality of the 
evidence of effectiveness greatly 
limits...health apps.” 
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Byambasuren O, et al. (2018). Prescribable mHealth apps identified 
from an overview of systematic reviews, Digital Medicine,12:1-12, 
www.nature.com/articles/s41746-018-0021-9.pdf

Are they evidence-based?



Example 1

• Larsen, et al. (2019)

• 1,435 mental health apps identified.  
Reviewed “top” 73 apps.

• Only 14% provided any supporting 
evidence of effectiveness.

• Only 2 apps provided evidence from 
a study that used their app.
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Example 2

• Daly, et al. (2019)

• Systematic review of apps that 
claim to monitor of fetal
movement.  24 apps identified.

• “Across the sample, this review 
identifies a lack of evidence-
based clinical advice to guide 
women experiencing decreased 
fetal movement.”
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Example 3

• Cannon, et al. (2020)

• Systematic online search of 
Australian Government and 
leading industry websites.  
Content reviewed and compared 
against current guidelines. 

• “Women are accessing 
information via the internet that 
is not in accordance with current 
evidence-based guidelines.”
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Example 4

Office for National Statistics,   University of Cambridge,
72% of women do not drink   75% of women do drink
during pregnancy 1 during pregnancy 2

1 ONC (2013).  Adult drinking habits in Great Britain, 2013, Office for National Statistics, http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105160709/http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_395191.pdf
2 O’Keeffe LM, et al. (2015).  Prevalence and predictors of alcohol use during pregnancy: findings from international multicentre cohort studies, BMJ Open 2015;5:e006323 doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2014-006323, 
http://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/5/7/e006323.full.pdf+html
3 www.health.harvard.edu/blog/study-no-connection-between-drinking-alcohol-early-in-pregnancy-and-birth-problems-201309106667, accessed 2 March 2020 15/24



76,60044

1,148 559

Example 5 (“Breastfeeding” search, 2 March 2020)
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This is a Global Problem

Jesper, E. (2015). Poor Quality Online Information for Pregnant Women Is a Global Problem: 
What Can We Do about It?, BJOG: An International Journal of Obstetrics & Gynaecology, 
122(5):740

17/24



Why is evidence-based health            
information important?

Simple Complicated Complex

18/24



EBM Triad / Evidence Pyramid

Sackett DL, et al. (1996).  Evidence based medicine: what it is and what it isn't. BMJ. 1996;312(7023):71-2

Greenhalgh, T. (2019). How to Read a Paper: The Basics of Evidence-based Medicine and Healthcare, Wiley Blackwell, Oxford 19/24
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How to spot dodgy apps/websites

• Nouri, et al. (2018)

• Poor design

• Low quality information / content

• Poor usability

• Limited or excess functionality

• Ill-consideration of ethical issues

• Poor security & privacy

• Low user-perceived value [?]

• Who is behind the app? 21/24



Indicators of higher quality apps/websites

• Wisniewski, et al. (2019)

• “Due to the heterogeneity of the 
apps, we were unable to define a core 
set of features that would accurately 
assess app quality.  The number of 
apps making unsupported claims 
combined with the number of apps 
offering questionable content 
warrants a cautious approach by both 
patients and clinicians in selecting 
safe and effective ones.”
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Summary / Call to Action

• We should be active in promoting good 
practice.

• We should be involved in innovation.



An alternative for pregnancy...

Developed by clinicians and scientists at the University of Oxford.

Evidence-based health information for women during pregnancy.

Personalised information and guidance.

Helps a woman track her weight and blood pressure.
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Thank you...and congratulations!
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Dr Richard Williams

richard.williams@totalmama.com


