
According to official estimates, some 250,000 people in 
Switzerland suffered from an alcohol addition in 2016. In 
2010 this cost the healthcare system CHF 4.3 billion,1 mak-
ing alcohol the most common drug leading people to seek 
professional medical treatment. Normally there is little time 
for individual patient care. Instead of getting personal treat-
ment, after a few questions about their symptoms patients 
are assigned to a specific condition with corresponding 
therapy. We are now seeing the launch of an increasing 
number of technology-based applications designed to 
treat addictions in closer and more continuous interaction 
with patients. With patients recording their own health data 
electronically, increasingly large volumes of data are now 
available for use in predictive approaches, and chatbots 
could change the doctor’s role from sole contact to emer-
gency specialist. These developments towards continuous 
health monitoring can help provide more precise care and 
support for individual conditions. But particularly when it 
comes to treating addictions, it’s important to ask at what 
points of the therapy it’s possible to generate real added 
value for patients, doctors and insurers. Another question 
that has to be discussed is how new technologies affect 
the way society deals with addictive disorders.

It is clear from the outset that addictive disorders differ 
from person to person.  And every individual responds dif-
ferently when they’re spoken to by a therapist. This is where 
technological advances open up new possibilities: Apps 
can use recorded health data and personal information to 
identify health trends and compare patterns, while deep 
learning algorithms can use this data to create routines and 
develop personal therapy content for users. In theory, this 
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makes it possible to provide individual care for every patient that’s tailored to their needs and 
can be made available any time, anywhere.

Mobile apps: early relapse detection and therapy benefits

In September 2017, the Food & Drug Administration (FDA) officially approved the reSET 
smartphone app for medical use in the USA. This app offers patients suffering from substance 
use disorders standardised therapy units via a smartphone or tablet, and seeks to teach them 
skills so they can handle their addition. After completing each unit, patients are asked to re-
cord their subjective feelings, such as loneliness or irritation, on a scale from 1 to 10, essen-
tially keeping a diary on the course of their illness.  This information is available to therapists 
providing treatment and can be used if necessary as the basis for making direct contact – any 
time of the day or night.

The initial findings on its efficacy are not clear-cut. In one study, patients were divided into two 
groups, with one group undergoing only the standard outpatient addiction treatment proce-
dure, while the other also used the app. For the second group, the probability that participants 
would be abstinent by the end of the therapy was 1.62.3 However, at the follow-up check 6 
months after the end of the test, there were no longer any significant differences in results for 
the two groups. In other words, the success achieved during treatment is not sustainable,  
and the app does not appear to reduce the chance of relapse after treatment.

This is the issue that an app from a Chicago-based start-up seeks to address. The Triggr 
Health app analyses user data to predict regressive behaviour by recording the user’s behav-
iour patterns via their smartphone. The data collected includes mobile phone usage times, the 
number of messages sent or received via various services, and location-based movement 
profiles. A change in routine, for example if the user sends messages at unusual times of the 
day or night, is used to flag up the risk of imminent relapse. In such cases, the support work-
er is automatically sent a message to contact the user. By continually analysing and compar-
ing the data of all users, the system claims to be able to predict regressive behaviour with an 
accuracy of 92% today, with the promise of improving even further over time.4 The app is 
based on highly-sensitive user data, which means that the system must meet stringent secu-
rity standards to prevent the misuse of data and to ensure that user data won’t be forwarded 
to unauthorised third parties. This is important in order to create the basis of trust that is es-
sential for addiction treatment. It should also be noted that automated systems built on artifi-
cial neural networks don’t necessarily provide accurate pattern recognition, and can draw 
fundamentally incorrect conclusions.5

Quite apart from the pros and cons of data-based predictions and the possibility of collecting 
such data quickly and easily via mobile devices, digital media themselves can also pose a 
problem. Social media dependency has increased in recent years, particularly among young 
people. A study published by the Deutsche Angestellten Krankenkasse (DAK) in September 
2017 indicates that 100,000 young people in Germany meet the criteria for addiction to social 
media.6 This is 2.6% of all 12 to 17 year olds. It’s important to emphasise that they are de-
pendent on the digital applications themselves, not on their smartphones, even though mo-
bile devices are often used to access social media7 and enable the continuous use of such 
applications in the first place. Besides increasing the risk of depression8, dependency on 
digital applications can also have a negative impact on the user’s social life. This is where the 

“Today we’re able to treat people who were totally 
out of reach until recently.” 2 

(Dror Ben-Zeev, expert in mobile health technologies at Dartmouth College in Lebanon (USA))
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programme of Swiss hypnosis therapist Barbara Müller-Kütt comes in. The HypnoBeep app 
is designed to teach patients with a minor smartphone addiction how to use their smartphone 
healthily in everyday life.9 An avatar reminds users at regular intervals to switch off their smart-
phone in return for points. Alternatively, plant lovers can use the Forest app. If the user keeps 
to the chosen downtimes, seedlings grow into trees on the smartphone screen. Trees die if the 
user continues to use their phone.

From individual benefits to social challenges

One advantage of apps over doctors is that in theory they are available to anyone at any time. 
Availability creates a feeling of security, which increases the chances of successful treatment. 
Digital applications used as mobile therapy assistants also have the advantage that they help 
people return to or remain in their daily routines despite their illness, thus helping to avoid or 
reduce inpatient stays – provided that their social environment has a sufficiently stabilising 
influence. Nevertheless, the app is only a helper, and can only provide support if the person 
is prepared to accept it. The applications available at present have potential at a personal 
level, but their actual effectiveness in social reality still needs to be extensively tested. The 
ability to adapt quickly and easily to new addictions has to be weighed up against the uncer-
tainty involved in handling the data gathered. Here precautions have to be taken. There is also 
a risk of increased social isolation if smartphones are perceived as a replacement for thera-
pists. People have to be able to accept help, and they have to accept that the need for help 
is a basic human characteristic. 

1: www.bag.admin.ch/bag/de/home/service/ressortforschung-evaluation/forschung-im-bag/forschung-sucht/monitoring-system-sucht.html p. 11
2: www.spektrum.de/magazin/mobile-therapie-was-taugen-apps-zur-psychischen-gesundheit/1437620
3: www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24700332
4: triggrhealth.com/approach.html
5: www.republik.ch/2018/06/26/blick-in-die-blackbox?utm_medium=social&utm_source=fb-quali-journ&utm_campaign=computer-siegeszug&utm_content=teil-2
6: www.dak.de/dak/bundes-themen/studie-so-suechtig-machen-whatsapp-instagram-und-co--1968568.html
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