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Plain English summary

When health-care professionals refer patients with chronic conditions to an exercise referral
scheme, the effects on long-term increases in physical activity are limited. We therefore

developed the e-coachER support package to add to usual exercise referral schemes and to prompt
the use of skills such as self-monitoring and goal-setting. This package was also intended to empower
patients to increase their levels of physical activity long term. The seven-step programme was delivered
online (via an interactive website). As part of the package, we mailed participants a guide for accessing
the online programme, a pedometer and a fridge magnet with a notepad to record physical activity.
We aimed to determine whether or not adding the e-coachER support to usual exercise referral schemes
resulted in lasting changes in moderate and vigorous physical activity and whether or not it offers good
value for money compared with exercise referral schemes alone.

A total of 450 inactive individuals were recruited across Plymouth, Birmingham and Glasgow and were
referred to an exercise referral scheme for the following participant-reported main reasons: weight
loss (50%), low mood (19%), osteoarthritis (12%), type 2 diabetes (10%) and high blood pressure (8%).

Half of the individuals were given access to the e-coachER support and the other half were not.
All individuals were mailed a wrist-worn movement sensor (accelerometer) to wear for 1 week and
a survey to assess other outcomes at the start of the study as well as at 4 and 12 months
post randomisation.

At the start of the study, the participants were inactive and most had multiple health conditions.
The participants had an average body mass index of 33 kg/m2 and an average age of 50 years.
Most (83%) were white.

Participants with access to e-coachER support were only slightly more active at 12 months than those
who did not have access, but we cannot be confident in the findings because we had data from fewer
participants than planned. The lack of a clear effect may have been as a result of around one-third
of participants not accessing the website, but otherwise there was reasonable engagement. The
provision of the e-coachER support package led to an additional cost of £439 per participant over a
12-month period.
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