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ABSTRACT 

Aims and objectives. This article is an integrative review of the evidence for mobile health 

Short Message Service text-messages as an innovative and emerging intervention to promote 

medication adherence. Authors completed this review to draw conclusions and implications 

towards establishing a scientific foundation for use of text-messages to promote medication 

adherence, thus informing clinical practice. 

Background. The World Health Organization has identified medication adherence as a priority 

global problem. Text-messages are emerging as an effective means of improving health 

behaviors and in some diseases to promote medication adherence. However, a gap in the 

literature indicates lack of evidence in guiding theories and content of text-messages, which 

should be synthesized prior to use in clinical practice. 

Design. Integrative review. 

Methods. CINAHL, EMBASE, Scopus, the Cochrane Library, and PubMed were searched for 

relevant studies between 2004 and 2014. Inclusion criteria required interventions testing text-

messages to improve medication adherence to prescription oral medications. Articles were 

assessed for quality of methodology and measures of adherence. An integrative review process 

was used to perform analysis. 

Results. Thirteen articles meeting the inclusion criteria are included in this review. Nine of 13 

studies found adherence rates improved between 15.3—17.8% when using text-messages to 

promote medication adherence. Text-messages that were standardized, tailored, one- or two-way, 

and timed either daily to medication regimen, weekly, or monthly showed improvement in 

medication adherence.  

Conclusions. This review established a scientific basis for text-messages as an intervention to 

improve medication adherence across multiple diseases. Future large rigorous randomized trials 

are needed to further test text-messaging interventions.  

Relevance to clinical practice. This review provides clinicians with the state of the science in 

regard to text-messaging interventions that promote medication adherence. A description of 

intervention components are provided to aid nurses in development of text-messages and in 

translating evidence into practice.  

 

Keywords: text messages; SMS; mHealth; medication adherence; intervention; integrative 

review 

 

Summary box:  

This paper contributes to the wider global clinical community in the following manner. 

 Reporting on how SMS text messages promote medication adherence rates. 

 Providing information for nurses regarding development and content of SMS text 

messages to promote medication adherence. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A meta-analysis of 50 years of research across various conditions and prescribed 

regimens found a medication adherence rate of 75.2% (DiMatteo 2004). Another review found 

adherence rates were 50% in those who self-administered medications (Haynes et al. 2008). 

Additionally, 50% of people with chronic conditions discontinue medications within the first six 

months prescribed (World Health Organization [WHO] 2003, Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention [CDC] 2013). As a consequence, medication adherence is a crucial clinical problem 

compromising the ability to treat the disease as intended, potentially leading to poor health 

outcomes (DiMatteo 2004, van Dulmen et al. 2007).  

Impact of non-adherence 

 Medication adherence impacts both individual health outcomes and healthcare cost 

(WHO 2003). For example, less than 25% of those treated for hypertension achieve a healthy 

blood pressure due to poor medication adherence; and un-controlled hypertension increases risk 

of ischemic heart disease, stroke, and myocardial infarction. The impact on healthcare cost is 

significant considering the high rate of chronic conditions treated with medications. For instance, 

on average, those diagnosed with type 2 diabetes have 1.5 times higher healthcare costs per 

capita compared to the general population (WHO 2003).  There is much to be gained in 

individual health outcomes and healthcare cost by improving medication adherence.   

Defining medication adherence  

A general definition of medication adherence is the extent to which a person follows the 

medication prescription. For the purpose of this article, medication adherence was defined as 

following the prescribed regimen, which included timing, frequency, route, and dose (Haynes et 

al. 2008).  
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Factors that influence medication adherence 

Research reveals that older individuals have routines that lead to better adherence 

outcomes (Krousel-Wood et al. 2009), while other studies show errors of omission and high rates 

of non-adherence in those who are older (Brown & Park 2003). Males and non-Caucasians have 

also been found to be less adherent (Conn et al. 2009). Thus, age, sex, and race may influence 

adherence.  

Depression is known to influence medication adherence. For example, when directly 

compared, those who were depressed were three times more likely to have poor adherence to 

prescribed treatment than those who were not depressed (DiMatteo et al. 2000).  

Both medication frequency and complexity are also known to influence adherence. A 

large meta-analysis of medication adherence articles concluded that adherence was adversely 

proportional to the prescribed medication-taking frequency (Conn et al. 2009).  

Other known factors that may influence adherence include adverse effects of the 

medication, forgetfulness, beliefs about importance of taking the medication, or inability to pay 

(Haynes et al. 2008). In addition to these, several other factors are evident in the literature. In 

sum, medication adherence is a complex construct which may be influenced by many factors. 

Evidence on improving medication adherence 

Extensive literature exists regarding interventions that improve medication adherence. 

However, a Cochrane review found that most interventions did not result in significantly 

improved adherence rates (Haynes et al. 2008). Most of the studies in the review were of short 

duration, did not include clinical outcomes, or failed to measure medication persistence (Haynes 

et al. 2008). As a result of these limitations, the global scale of the problem of non-adherence, 

and costs associated, developing innovative ways to enhance adherence is extremely important.  
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A potential solution: mHealth SMS text messages to promote medication adherence 

Short Message Service (SMS) text messages (TMs) are one of the most accessible and 

common forms of mobile health (mHealth) communication, and evidence is emerging on use of 

TMs for a wide range of health and behavioral problems (Patrick et al. 2008). TMs may be an 

effective vehicle to promote medication adherence, as they can be integrated into daily life and 

adapted to individual needs in real time (Muench et al. 2013). TMs may be one solution to the 

global health problem of medication adherence. 

Six billion people worldwide have access to a cell phone (Pew 2013); and over 98% of 

cell phones have TM capability (Cole-Lewis & Kershaw 2010). A recent Pew Research Report 

(2013) provides new information regarding cell phone use in the United States (US). In the US, 

90% of adults have a cell phone; and 58% of those are smartphones. In addition, 67% of cell 

phone owners report checking the phone for messages, alerts, or calls even when the cell phone 

did not ring or vibrate. Also, 44% slept with the cell phone next to the bed because they did not 

want to miss calls, TMs, or other updates. Most importantly, 62% of adults reported using a cell 

phone for “just-in-time” activities, similar to how TM interventions may be deployed. 

In regard to use of TMs to impact health behavior, a recent review of 12 trials between 

2005 and 2009 that focused on interventions for disease prevention or management across 

diseases found TMs consistently improved health behaviors (Cole-Lewis & Kershaw 2010). In 

the area of health promotion, evidence exists on using TMs as a reminder for mammograms 

(Lakkis et al. 2011) and to promote smoking cessation (Severi et al. 2011). With disease 

management, a study of adult diabetics found that participants were high users of TMs; and the 

TM intervention improved health outcomes (Ferrer-Roca et al. 2004).  



 6 

In summary, TMs are highly accessible, a widely used means of communicating, and are 

already used in in some health conditions to improve outcomes. While emerging evidence 

demonstrates TM interventions improve some health outcomes, synthesizing evidence to inform 

clinical practice remains a challenge. 

AIMS 

 To date, individual studies have demonstrated TM interventions improved medication 

adherence rates in some conditions. The aim of this review was to compare mHealth SMS TM 

interventions that promoted medication adherence. Objectives were: (1) to report and summarize 

evidence of TM interventions to promote medication adherence; and (2) to report TM 

components which improved medication adherence rates. The intent was to synthesize for 

translation of evidence to be applied in clinical practice. 

METHODS 

Integrative review 

The method of integrative review as described by Whittemore and Knafl (2005) was used 

for this review article, to include all levels of evidence. An integrative review is a comprehensive 

process that involves data collection and extraction of data to uniquely summarize existing 

literature not limited to randomized control trials with the aim to contribute directly to evidence-

based practice (Whittemore & Knafl 2005). The process of identifying articles was conducted in 

two steps. First, electronic databases were searched for pertinent articles published over the past 

10 years. Second, the reference lists of identified articles were searched for relevant studies.  

Search strategies 

Informed by these review steps, the literature was investigated for published articles on 

TM interventions to promote medication adherence. A search in Cumulative Index to Nursing 
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and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), Excerpta Medica dataBASE (EMBASE), Scopus, the 

Cochrane Library, and PubMed was conducted using keywords “text message” or “text 

messaging” or “text” and “medication adherence” and “intervention.”  The search was limited to 

English-language peer reviewed articles published between 2004 and 2014. As shown in the 

Figure, 55 articles were retrieved on TMs using keywords through database search. References 

of those articles were also reviewed for relevant articles. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 

protocol was used for this review (http://www.prisma-statement.org/). Inclusion criteria were 

defined, including: (1) English-language, peer reviewed articles published from 2004 to 2014; 

and (2) articles containing TMs used as an intervention to improve rates of medication adherence 

to prescription pills in adults (18 years or older). Exclusion criteria consisted of: (1) articles that 

did not include results of medication adherence rates; (2) medications were not in pill form (e.g., 

insulin injections, inhalers, or topical); (3) the TM used a picture rather than words; or (4) the 

TM interventions were bundled with other interventions. 

Data extraction and analysis 

Data on study characteristics, intervention characteristics, and results pertaining to the 

effects of the TM interventions on medication adherence rates were summarized from the 

eligible articles. Data extraction was performed by four reviewers. First, two reviewers 

independently read the articles carefully and documented relevant information in a table. Second, 

the two other reviewers confirmed the accuracy of the information. This iterative process 

conducted on the articles meeting the inclusion criteria continued until consensus was reached.  
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Messaging in TM interventions 

 There is a wide variation in TMs in the literature. For this synthesis, two categories of 

messaging were described. The first categorization regards content: 1) TMs with message 

content that was standardized; and 2) TMs with messages that had content tailored to the 

individual. The second set of categories was: 1) one-way TMs with messages sent to the 

individual; and 2) two-way TMs, with messages sent to the individual and the individual sends a 

return TM.  

RESULTS 

Thirteen studies were found employing a TM intervention to promote medication 

adherence to prescribed oral medications (see Table). Articles included 1 Cochrane review, 8 

randomized control trials (RCT) studies, 3 quasi-experimental design, and 1 secondary data 

analysis. The following describes each study.  

Study characteristics 

Articles in this review were published between 2004 and 2014. All interventions were 

implemented in a community setting. Seven of the studies took place in the United States. The 

remaining studies took place in Brazil, Cameroon, Iran, Malaysia, Kenya, and Spain.  

Participant characteristics 

Sample size ranged from 21 to 704 participants; with a total 2,463 participants. Age 

varied from 18 to 83 years of age; with a mean of 47.5 years old (n=10 studies reporting) in this 

review. Overall, 55% were female (n=11 studies reporting). Of the 7 studies reporting race or 

ethnicity, 34% were Caucasian, 20% African Americans, 24% Malaysians, and less than 5% 

each Chinese, Indian, or Hispanic.  
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TM interventions were targeted toward various populations. People with a human 

immunodeficiency virus (HIV) diagnosis prescribed antiretroviral therapy (ART) were the most 

prevalent (46.2%, n=5); followed by schizophrenia (15.4%, n=2). In addition, one study in each 

of the following diagnosis was found (7.9% each): diabetes, coronary heart disease, epilepsy, and 

any chronic disease diagnosis. Finally, there was 1 study in those prescribed an antibiotic after 

Emergency Department discharge (7.9%); and another in oral contraception use (7.9%). 

 

Training participants to TM 

One article reported training participants in a lab setting using a 30-minute PowerPoint 

presentation followed by 3 trials of receiving and sending TMs and a 10-minute in-home visit to 

retrain during the initial days of the study to assure ability to TM (Granholm et al. 2012). 

Another study provided instructions to participants on how to use a cell phone and assessed 

ability to read TMs (Zolfaghari et al. 2012).  

Development of TM content 

 Only 3 of the 13 studies reported using a theoretical model as a basis for designing TM 

content. One study reported designing TMs using the health belief model (Mbuagbaw et al. 

2012), a second used Self-Efficacy Theory (Park et al. 2014), and a third used an un-named 

behavioral learning theory (Montes et al. 2012).  

Two studies reported detailed information on how TM content was developed. One study 

developed messages based on evidence from a systematic review in those with HIV using 

content experts and tested in 8 participants with HIV prior to finalizing messages (Lewis et al. 

2013). Another study developed messages based on data from focus groups using the health 



 10 

belief model with an emphasis on motivational content (Mbuagbaw et al. 2012). Variations in 

approaches among the studies will be discussed. 

Test text messages. One study sent a test TM to all participants: “Welcome to the 

[antibiotic name] study. Text back ‘yes’ when you have picked up your prescription” (Suffoletto 

et al. 2012). Participants were expected to respond within 6 hours, if they did not respond, a 

second TM was sent: “We’re concerned you have not picked up your prescription for 

[antibiotic]. Text us ‘yes’ when you do.” This TM was repeated 4 times (Suffoletto et al. 2012). 

Standardized and tailored text message interventions. Nine studies used standardized 

TM content while 4 studies tailored the TM content based on assessment data or participant 

choice (see Table).  The 9 standardized TM studies delivered the same message content without 

variation to participants. For example: “Please remember to take your birth control pill” was 

delivered daily to each participant (Hou et al. 2010). In 4 of the standardized content TM studies, 

participants were allowed some degree of control over choosing the timing of when TMs were 

delivered (da Costa et al. 2012, Foreman et al. 2012, Horvath et al. 2012, Montes et al. 2012). 

The 4 tailored TM studies delivered content with variation (Hardy et al. 2011, Granholm 

et al. 2012, Lewis et al. 2013, Park et al. 2014). Tailored TMs were most often individualized 

based on assessment. One HIV study tailored TMs after conducting the baseline assessment of 

medication non-adherence in the past 7 days (Lewis et al. 2013). For those who were non-

adherent, TMs were delivered daily, timed to the medication regimen; and for those who were 

assessed as adherent, weekly TMs were sent to encourage adherence to the medication as 

prescribed. TMs sent to non-adherent participants stated: “Stop, drop, and pop. Take your meds 

now.” TMs sent to adherent participants stated: “He shoots! He scores! Perfect med adherence. 

Great Job!” In a second study using tailored TMs, the following message was used: “But you 
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said taking meds helped you” followed by an insertion of a tailored comment based on the 

assessment of what the individual felt was a personal benefit of taking the medication (Granholm 

et al. 2012). Another study tailored TM content based on participant interests such as sports 

news, weather, or famous quotes (Hardy et al. 2011).  

One-way and two-way text message interventions. As shown in the Table, variations in 

one-way and two-way TMs were also found. Seven studies had one-way intervention design, 

sending a TM to the participant, but not requiring a return TM response. The remaining 6 studies 

used a two-way TM intervention design, sending a TM to the participant and requiring a TM 

response from the participant.  

In regard to two-way TMs, 1 study measured satisfaction with the intervention in the 

response TM (Granholm et al. 2012). Another study used two-way TMs response to address 

needs or questions that the participants identified (Zolfaghari et al. 2012).  

Two studies that used two-way TMs reported on TM response rates. One found a median 

TM response rate of 78%, with the odds of a response TM declining by 0.51 (95% confidence 

interval [CI] 0.27-0.94) between the first and second week of the intervention (Hardy et al. 

2011). A second study found a median TM response rate of 86% over the 12 weeks of the study 

(Granholm et al. 2012).  

Implementation of TM interventions 

 Twelve of the 13 articles report some details regarding the implementation process of 

sending TMs. Eleven protocols included utilization of a third-party web-based platform to send 

and receive TMs. Two studies specified that one study staff person (nurse or secretary) sent the 

TMs to each study participant. Three studies mentioned quality assurance processes to ensure 

accuracy of the TMs. Only one (Lester et al., 2010) provided an estimate of cost per TM, which 
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was $0.05 per TM or about $20 per 100 participants per month. Three studies reported some 

information on the burden of implementing the intervention in consideration to workload. In 

addition to normal outpatient staffing, one doctor and one nurse were hired to adjust for 

workload (da Costa et al, 2012). Another study estimated that one clinical nurse could safely 

manage TM reminders for approximately 1000 patients (Lester et al., 2010). Finally, one study 

estimated without statistically evidence that TM reminders were less expensive and less time 

consuming than usual follow-up phone calls (Zolfaghari et al. 2012). 

Dose of TM interventions 

 The dose of the TM intervention varied widely, from 3 TMs per day over 12 weeks 

(Lewis et al. 2013) to once-per-month TMs for 3 months (Lua & Neni 2013). Among the 13 

studies, 8 studies sent daily TMs, 1 study sent TMs two or three times a day, 2 studies sent TMs 

less than daily but more than once-per-week, 1 study sent weekly TMs, and 1 study sent monthly 

TMs (see Table). One study compared efficacy of weekly and daily TMs and found that weekly 

messages were more likely to be associated with higher adherence rates (Horvath et al. 2012).  

Measures of medication adherence 

Various measures of medication adherence were used among the studies. In 6 studies, a 

single measure of adherence was used. The Cochrane Review included 2 studies: 1 used self-

report and the other used a Medication Event Monitoring System (MEMS), a device that records 

the day and time that each medication bottle was opened (Horvath et al. 2012). Two studies used 

self-report of adherence by TM response (Granholm et al. 2012, Suffoletto et al. 2012). Another 

study used a visual analog scale (Mbuagbaw et al. 2012). One study used the Morisky adherence 

tool to measure adherence rates by self-report (Lua & Neni 2013). Finally, prescription refills 
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from claims were used in 1 study to calculate the proportion of days covered to measure 

adherence rates (Foreman et al. 2012).  

Three studies used 2 measures of medication adherence.  Two used an electronic device 

and written diary and 1 used a blood draw for the medication level and self-report (Hou et al 

2010, Zolfaghari et al. 2012, Lewis et al. 2013).  

The remaining 4 studies used 3 measures of medication adherence (Hardy et al. 2011, da 

Costa et al. 2012, Mbuagbaw et al. 2012, Park et al. 2014). Two articles report using the 

combination of pill count, MEMS, and self-report. Another used self-report, a visual analog 

scale, and prescription refill data, and the fourth used MEMS, two way TMs, and self-report 

using the Morisky Medication Adherence scale. Two of these studies compared the measures and 

found no statistical difference between reported medication adherence rates (da Costa et al. 

2012, Mbuagbaw et al. 2012).  However, 1 study that compared adherence measures found a 

difference between MEMS, pill count, and self-report, reporting that MEMS was the most 

reliable (Hardy et al. 2011).  

Effectiveness of TM interventions to improve rates of medication adherence  

Nine of the 13 studies found higher rates of medication adherence using a TM 

intervention. Each will be discussed. 

Three studies in participants with HIV ART treatment found higher rates of adherence 

using TMs. A meta-analysis found weekly TMs were associated with lower rates of non-

adherence at 48 to 52 weeks (RR 0.78, CI 0.68 to 0.89) (Horvath et al. 2012). One RCT found 

adherence rates were higher in the TM group at week 3 (28.1; p=0.01) and at week 6 (33.4; 

p<0.001) (Hardy et al. 2011). A cohort study found 68% of participants improved or remained 

adherent throughout the trial (Lewis et al. 2013). That same study examined viral load and 
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cluster of differentiation (CD4) as measures of adherence to ART. Viral load is the extent to 

which HIV is present and CD4 is a glycoprotein found on the surface of immune cells, which 

indicates a functioning immune system. Lab results indicated a decline, although not statistically 

significant, in viral load (p=0.12) and a significant increase in CD4 counts (p=0.037) after three 

months (Lewis et al. 2013).  

Two studies conducted in participants with schizophrenia report that TMs improved 

medication adherence rates. One study found an overall high adherence rate over the 12 week 

intervention (Granholm et al. 2012). The second found adherence was significantly better in the 

TM group at 3 (p=0.02) and 6 (p=0.04) months (Montes et al. 2012).  

Four studies were in various chronic conditions. The RCT in participants with coronary 

heart disease, which examined antiplatelet adherence rates, found a higher percent of correct 

doses taken (p=0.02), number of doses (p=0.01), and percent of doses taken on schedule 

(p=0.01) in the TM group compared to the control group (Park et al. 2014). A trial in participants 

with diabetes found adherence rates (p<0.001) and hemoglobin A1C (p<0.01) improved between 

pre- and post-test over 3 months (Zolfaghari et al. 2012). A study of participants with epilepsy 

found adherence was significantly higher with TMs (p<0.001) (Lua & Neni 2013). Finally, in a 

study in multiple chronic conditions, the TM group had higher rates of adherence than the 

control group (85% compared to 77%, p<0.001) (Foreman et al. 2012).  

Four of the 13 studies did not find higher rates of medication adherence using TM 

interventions. One RCT in participants with HIV taking ART, found no increase in the rate of 

adherence for participants receiving TMs (p=0.54) (Mbuagbaw et al. 2012). In a second study 

looking at HIV, participants self-reported adherence rates for the control group were 84.6% 

while the TM group were 100%, which was not statistically significant (p>0.05) (da Costa et al. 



 15 

2012). The study on oral contraceptive medication adherence rates found no difference using the 

number of missed pills per cycle (intervention 4.9  3.0 control 4.6  3.5; p= 0.60) (Hou et al 

2010). Finally, no statistical difference was found in an RCT examining adherence to antibiotics 

after discharge from the emergency department between the TM intervention group and the 

control group (p=0.1) (Suffoletto et al. 2010).  

Satisfaction with TM intervention 

Five of 13 studies examined satisfaction with TM interventions. Each found moderate to 

high levels of helpfulness from the TMs to promote medication adherence (da Costa et al. 2012, 

Granholm et al. 2012, Mbuagbaw et al. 2012, Suffoletto et al. 2012, Lewis et al. 2013). One 

study reported 93% of participants always read the TMs (Lewis et al. 2013). The study 

conducted by da Costa et al. (2012) included a detailed satisfaction analysis. In the da Costa 

(2012) article, 63.6% felt TMs assisted with adherence and 45.5% said TMs provided incentive 

to take medication. In this study, TMs were not delivered at the time the medication was to be 

taken; however, 27.7% requested delivery of the TMs closer to the time the medication was to be 

taken. In regard to intervention dose, 90.9% wanted to continue with TMs when the 4 month 

intervention was complete. In the Sufoletto et al. (2013) study, 94% of antibiotic takers 

discharged from the emergency department said that they would use a TM reminder again.  

Confidentiality and privacy issues  

Participant comfort with privacy was reported in 4 of the 13 articles. One study 

guaranteed confidentiality to participants by password protecting TMs (Zolfaghari et al. 2012). 

Two studies reported on participants who withdrew from the study due to confidentiality 

concerns (Mbuagbaw et al. 2012, Park et al. 2014). In one HIV article, participants agreed that 
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they did not want the word “medication” included in the content of the TM, but felt that 

receiving a TM would not jeopardize their privacy (Hardy et al. 2011).  

DISCUSSION 

This review demonstrated that TMs interventions were effective at improving medication 

adherence rates from 15.3 to 17.8% across multiple diseases or conditions. However, there is still 

much to be learned about TM interventions.  

Few studies were built on theoretical underpinnings or conceptual frameworks, and 

evidence is emerging on the importance of theory driven TM content (Muench et al. 2013). 

Based on the varying measures of adherence and types of TM designs, determining if tailored or 

standardized TMs were more effective was not possible in this review. Evidence is emerging, 

that in some conditions, tailored interventions are a more effective approach to achieve behavior 

change (Noar et al. 2007). This review had nearly equal one-way and two-way TM interventions. 

However, we were unable to discern which mode was more effective, identifying a gap in the 

science. The choice of whether to use one-way or two-way TMs may be based on type of disease 

or medication, motivation level, self-efficacy, or user preference. Limited results and variations 

restricted further conclusions regarding efficacy of TM dose—daily, weekly, or monthly or the 

timing of TMs (e.g., timed to the daily medication regimen administration).  

The study by Park et al. (2014) supported a TM intervention in older adults. Researchers 

developing future TM reminder studies might consider including informal caregivers, as no 

articles discussed caregiver support. Informal caregiver support may be especially important 

when enrolling older adults with chronic conditions, who often have family members helping 

with care. 
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 There are important precautions that can be taken in order to minimize risks associated 

with communicating to participants via TMs. One suggestion regarding privacy considerations is 

to obtain participant authorization to send TMs that could contain personal health information 

(Harris et al. 2013). Another step for protecting participants is to suggest that they password 

protect mobile phones to limit access to the information (Harris et al. 2013). These precautions 

should reduce confidentiality and privacy issues. 

In summary, there are many aspects of a TM intervention that should be considered when 

using TMs in clinical practice. Overall, among these studies, TMs were demonstrated to be easy 

to use and an effective means to promote medication adherence across many disease types, as 

indicated by the wide variation of participant diagnoses and medication type, for those enrolled 

in the 13 studies. This review also found high satisfaction of TMs as an intervention to improve 

medication adherence. Clinicians should consider content (standardized or tailored) of TMs and 

timing of delivery, such as just-in-time for the medication dose, meal time, or morning, 

afternoon, and night. Further, the dose or how many messages are delivered, such as daily, 

weekly, or monthly, should be considered. Depending on the goal of the intervention and the 

desired use, it is important to consider potential outcomes related to one-way or two-way TMs.  

Further research should be conducted regarding using two-way TMs as a potential way to 

effectively measure medication adherence.  

Limitations 

This synthesis entails some limitations due to the state of the science. There is no 

standard measure of medication adherence, making comparisons across studies difficult. Some 

studies used self-report as the only means of measuring adherence, and thus, medication 

adherence may have been over-reported. Many of these are single diagnosis studies and did not 
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assess for comorbidities, which limits generalizability. Most of the studies were very short in 

duration; consequently, the effectiveness of TMs over time could not be reported. Other 

limitations include the lack of discussion regarding confidentiality and workload burden when 

using TMs. Many of the articles included very thorough discussion of the content of the TMs; 

however, very little detail was provided on the execution of the intervention such as if a software 

platform was used to send/ receive TMs, cost of the TMs, or if the researchers found the TM 

process to be burdensome. 

RELEVANCE TO CLINICAL PRACTICE 

If technology were readily available in clinical settings, TMs could be used as an 

intervention to promote medication adherence. Forgetfulness, one of the main reasons for non-

adherence (Conn et al. 2009), could be prevented if TMs were used to remind individuals to take 

their medications as prescribed. TMs as an intervention to promote medication adherence can 

include content to address some of these modifiable adherence influencers. For example, 

reminders could be timed to be delivered on the prescription regimen (e.g., “take your antibiotic 

[drug name] now”) (Puccio et al. 2006). Self-efficacy could be increased by tailoring the content 

of the reminders to empower individuals to feel capable of managing their medications (Muench 

et al. 2013). In addition, providing the ability to send a return TM (e.g., took or did not take 

medication [two-way]), may increase self-efficacy and engage individuals in self-care (Britto et 

al. 2011). Participants reported being interested in receiving TM reminders for future 

prescriptions (Suffoletto et al. 2012). Participants often found TMs less intrusive and simpler 

than telephone reminders (da Costa et al. 2012). Finally, including interesting facts or illness 

perception cues in TMs may further engage individuals in their care by increasing the perception 

for the necessity to adhere to their medication.  
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Nurses could use this relatively simple method of medication reminders to have a 

profound effect on health outcomes through promoting medication adherence. However, it may 

not be feasible or practical to require individual nurses to send TMs to patients to take 

medications. Nurses can advocate for patients by requesting that health care systems investigate 

software platforms or programming to incorporate TMs into care. TMs may be a feasible way for 

case managers to communicate with patients, but little is known about the burden to clinicians of 

performing a TM intervention. Prior to wide use in clinical settings, offices and health care 

systems that are currently employing TM reminders should report evidence regarding burden of 

intervention, cost of TMs, development of TM content, effect on health outcomes, and process of 

integrating TMs into care.  

CONCLUSIONS 

Medication adherence is a problem of global importance, and innovative interventions 

such as TM reminders need to be tested to help solve this challenging clinical problem (WHO 

2003, CDC 2013). TMs may be a simple-to-use, cost-effective means for nurses to promote 

medication adherence, and thus assure treatment effectiveness. Improving medication adherence 

may be the most cost-efficient investment compared to the cost of complications related to non-

adherence (WHO 2003). 

The majority of these articles support TMs as an effective intervention to promote 

medication adherence, yet much work needs to be done to understand when and how TM 

interventions may be effective at improving medication adherence. Future research needs to 

examine effectiveness of TMs. First, the intervention needs to be examined over a longer period 

of time to determine if persistence (e.g., completion of full regimen prescribed for course of 

treatment) occurs. Second, standardized and tailored TMs need to be examined as well as one-
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and two-way TMs. Third, TMs need to be tested in medications with complex regimens and 

across multiple diseases, age groups, and races. In addition, variation in content or cues for 

building self-efficacy needs to be explored to determine if they are more effective than generic 

TMs. TMs have the potential to help promote medication adherence and improving health 

outcomes.   
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Figure CONSORT of articles found on text messaging to improve medication 

adherence for this review 
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