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Text messages to reduce blood pressure, UCT study finds

A collaborative study between the University of Cape Town and Oxford University has
shown that text message reminders can help reduce people’s blood pressure.

The study of over 1300 adults with high blood pressure in the Cape Town area compared
text message reminders and interactive text messaging to a control group receiving
standard care.

Professor Naomi Levitt, from UCT’s Department of Medicine and the Chronic Diseases
Initiative for Africa (CDIA) explained: “High blood pressure is very common worldwide and
in South Africa. It is a major risk factor for stroke or heart attack. Most people will need to
take lifelong medicine to decrease their blood pressure and therefore their risk of poor
health outcomes. However, it is well known that many people struggle to take their
prescribed medicines regularly.”

Professor Andrew Farmer, from Oxford’s Department of Primary Health Care Sciences
added: “Two common issues are not turning up to collect medicine — so running out — or
forgetting to take tablets. We knew that text messages had worked to support people with
HIV/Aids to stick to their treatment and improve their health as a result. We wanted to see
whether the messages could work for blood pressure treatment in a low-resource
community.”

In the Cape Town area, chosen for the trial is a working class community where almost two
thirds of households have a monthly income of less than R3500. The clinic that serves the
area provides free health services and medication.

Participants were randomly split into three equal-sized groups. All participants received
written information about high blood pressure and healthy living. The first group then
received weekly messages at a time and in the language they chose (Afrikaans, English, or
isiXhosa). The messages, designed in consultation with people with high blood pressure
and health care workers, encouraged people to collect and take their medication and
provided information about high blood pressure, its treatment and available clinic services.
Extra messages were sent to remind people when medicine was ready for collection or
when they had a clinic appointment.



The second group received the same text messages but were able to interact with the
automated service by sending a free “please call me” to change or cancel appointments or
to change the language or time of the messages. The third group received standard care.

Health workers used mobile phones linked to blood pressure measuring devices to collect
health information about patients, and text messaging was managed automatically using
open-source software and a low-cost system developed by UCT graduates working in
Oxford's Institute of Biomedical Engineering.

After twelve months, all three groups had reduced blood pressure. However, those who had
received text messages were more likely to have achieved a controlled blood pressure.
Those who had reminders were also more likely to have taken their medicine at least 80%
of the time — almost two thirds of those getting information messages reached that standard
compared to just under half of those receiving standard care.

Professor Lionel Tarassenko from Oxford's Institute of Biomedical Engineering said: “There
is a great potential for mobile phone technology to help with the management of chronic
diseases world-wide through automated messaging to the right person at the right time.
With this study, we have demonstrated how this could be done in an area where large
numbers of people are at risk because of uncontrolled blood pressure.”

The team said that further research into the optimum frequency and content of messages,
and the costs of operation, were now needed.

Dr Kirsty Bobrow, working with UCT’s Department of Medicine (and now Department of
Public Health) highlighted the positive and ongoing impact of this multi-disciplinary
collaboration: “This project provided an opportunity for locally relevant and innovative
research by two leading academic institutions, which included international post-graduate
training opportunities for UCT graduates, and built local research capacity. As a result of
our work together, the collaboration has expanded to include social science researchers
and we have been awarded a grant to replicate our findings in people with type 2 diabetes.
It's a very exciting time to be a young researcher in South Africa.”

This trial is supported by the Oxford Centre of Excellence in Medical Engineering funded by
the Wellcome Trust and the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council.
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