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Abstract

Background: Physical inactivity increases the risk of chronic disease and reduces life expectancy, yet adherence to physical
activity (PA) guidelines remains low. SMS text messages are promising for promoting PA, but it is not clear what type of messaging
is most effective. Messages with causal information, which explain why a recommendation is being made, may be more persuasive
than messages containing only recommendations.

Objective: This study aims to compare the effectiveness of causal versus noncausal SMS text messages for promoting PA in
US adults.

Methods: In this pilot study, we randomized US adults (n=28 in the analytic sample) aged 18-64 years to receive causal or
noncausal SMS text messages roughly every other day for 2 weeks, following a 1-week baseline. PA was measured using Empatica
wristbands during intervention and baseline periods, and the International Physical Activity Questionnaire – Short Form (IPAQ-SF)
at baseline, postintervention, and 4 weeks later. The primary outcome was the change in mean metabolic equivalent of tasks
(METs) per minute from baseline to intervention. The secondary outcomes were (1) PA differences on intervention and
nonintervention days (mean METs/min), (2) changes in self-reported METs per week between surveyed periods, and (3) participant
satisfaction. We used a linear mixed model to analyze our primary outcome, the Mann-Whitney U test and the chi-square test of
independence to analyze quantitative secondary outcomes, and qualitative coding to analyze survey data.

Results: The causal message group had a greater increase in mean METs per minute from baseline to intervention compared
to the noncausal group with a moderate effect size (P=.01; Cohen d=0.54). In the causal group, PA was significantly higher on
SMS text message days (mean 2.46, SD 0.12 METs/min) compared to nonmessage days (mean 2.25, SD 0.15 METs/min; P=.02),
while there was no difference in the noncausal group (P=.54). No significant between-group difference was found in self-reported
PA or satisfaction.

Conclusions: Causal information that links suggested PA to health outcomes can increase the effectiveness of SMS text messages
promoting PA, indicating the value of incorporating causal information into intervention design. Our results provide further basis
for just-in-time interventions, as activity was higher on message days. Further work is needed to better personalize message
content and timing to maintain participant engagement.

(JMIR Form Res 2025;9:e80090) doi: 10.2196/80090
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Introduction

Physical inactivity is associated with over 35 chronic medical
conditions [1] and contributes to 8.3% of all-cause mortality in
US adults, resulting in an estimated 320,000 annual deaths [2].

Despite widespread public health campaigns promoting regular
physical activity (PA), adherence remains low. Sedentary
behavior has increased among all age groups in the United States
[3,4], a trend further exacerbated during the COVID-19
pandemic [5]. Thus, there is a need to address the increase in
sedentary behavior [5,6].
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To address the need to increase PA, many studies have explored
mobile health interventions, particularly using SMS text
messages. SMS text messages are cost-effective and can reach
most of the US population, as 97% of US adults own a mobile
phone capable of receiving SMS text messages [7]. Previous
interventions have tested a variety of content types, such as
motivating content about the benefits of PA [8] or providing
reminders [9], with delivery varying in timing such as targeting
morning due to higher motivation levels earlier in the day
[10,11] or randomizing timing since responses may depend on
individual timing patterns [12]. However, the effectiveness of
SMS text message interventions in promoting PA has varied:
59% of studies reported no significant effects, and the remaining
41% demonstrated small to medium increases in PA [13]. The
content of SMS text messages varied across studies, though the
majority used motivational messages to encourage PA (76% of
studies) or provided feedback (22% of studies) [13]. Given the
mixed results of prior studies, there is a need to better understand
what message characteristics have the largest influence on
effectiveness.

One feature that has not been explored is the use of causal
information, which explicitly links recommendations (stand up
every 30 minutes) to outcomes (standing every 30 minutes can
prevent chronic pain). Causal information could help individuals
understand why a behavior matters. Recent research found that
presenting causal information linking behavior to outcomes in
a simple format, such as a 2-node causal diagram, can improve
decision-making [14]. However, most experiments in this area
have been conducted online using hypothetical decision-making
scenarios, so it is unknown whether participants would replicate
those choices in real-world situations. Relying on hypothetical
scenarios can introduce an intention-behavior gap because

intentions to take actions are not always translated into actual
behavior [15]. Further, prior work has compared causal
information to no information but has not compared causal
versus noncausal messages.

To address this gap, we conducted a randomized pilot study to
compare causal versus noncausal SMS text messages for
increasing PA in real-world settings. Our primary outcome was
the change in mean metabolic equivalent of tasks (METs) per
minute from baseline to intervention. Secondary outcomes were
(1) PA differences on intervention and nonintervention days
(mean METs/min between message delivery and midnight), (2)
changes in self-reported METs per week between surveyed
periods, and (3) participant satisfaction.

Methods

Study Design
We conducted a block-randomized pilot study comparing causal
versus noncausal SMS text messages for promoting PA in
real-world settings. Participants were assigned in blocks of 4
to either causal or noncausal SMS text messages, with
participants being evenly allocated to each group. Data
collection for each participant took place over 3 weeks: the first
week being a baseline to determine usual PA, and the second
2 weeks being the intervention period. During the intervention
weeks, participants received SMS text messages on a set
schedule at a set time roughly every other day. PA was measured
using objective (wristband tracking METs) and subjective
(survey) instruments. Participants received a follow-up survey
4 weeks after completing their active study participation. Data
collection occurred from November 2024 to July 2025. The
overall study timeline is shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Data collection timeline for each participant.

Participants
We recruited individuals aged 18-64 years through community
flyers (in New York City, Hoboken, and Jersey City) and a
Craigslist posting. Eligibility criteria were no restrictions
preventing participation in PA. We screened participants using
an online form where participants completed the Physical
Activity Readiness Questionnaire (PAR-Q+), a validated tool
designed to identify individuals who may require medical
clearance before starting an exercise program [16]. The
questionnaire includes 7 yes/no questions about the participant’s
health. If a participant answered “yes” to any of the questions,
they were considered at risk and excluded from the study. Other
exclusion criteria were inability to communicate in English,

pregnancy or breastfeeding, plans to travel for an extended
period during the study, or current participation in another PA
intervention. Participants received a US $200 Amazon gift card
after completing data collection and returning the devices, and
a US $50 gift card after completing the follow-up survey.

Interventions
Participants received either causal or noncausal SMS text
messages roughly every other day at 8 AM for 2 weeks. We
selected an every other day schedule to maintain engagement
without causing message fatigue, and selected the 2-week
duration based on prior work and the pilot nature of the study
[13]. Message timing was selected to increase the likelihood
that participants would see the messages early in the day and
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have sufficient time to include suggested activities into their
daily routine. The message content was created based on PA
guidelines developed by government agencies such as the US
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Causal and
noncausal texts were created in pairs such that each provided
the same recommendation, with the difference being the causal
messages included causal claims that linked recommendations
to outcomes (eg, reducing risk of type 2 diabetes). Table 1 shows

the full set of messages, delivery schedule, and source used to
develop each message. Messages were automatically delivered
according to our predetermined schedule. We used Textmagic
to send and track messages, as it is a service that enables
automated scheduling and delivery of texts, with confirmation
of delivery. Participants were not required to reply to the
messages, but during the consent meeting they were instructed
to read them.

Table 1. Text message schedule and content by study day for each group, with sources used to develop each message.

Noncausal groupCausal groupDay

It is recommended that adults engage in moderate-intensity aero-
bic activities, like brisk walking, for at least 150 minutes every
week. Let's get moving!

Engaging in moderate-intensity aerobic activities, like brisk
walking, for at least 150 minutes every week helps reduce the
risk of developing type 2 diabetes in adults. Let's get moving!

1 [17,18]

Take a break from sitting every 30 minutes during your workday.Taking a break from sitting every 30 minutes during your
workday can help prevent chronic pain.

2 [19]

It is recommended to replace sedentary time with physical activ-
ity of any intensity.

Replacing sedentary time with physical activity of any intensity
reduces the risk of developing chronic conditions such as
arthritis.

4 [20]

It is recommended to incorporate moderate-intensity activities
into your daily routine, such as brisk walking, biking on level
ground or with minimal inclines, or pushing a lawn mower.

Incorporating moderate-intensity activities into your daily rou-
tine, such as brisk walking, biking on level ground or with
minimal inclines, or pushing a lawn mower reduces the symp-
toms of depression and anxiety.

6 [18]

Health guidelines suggest moving more and sitting less. Stay
active!

Moving more and sitting less increases life expectancy. Stay
active!

8 [21]

Add physical activity to your workday by walking during your
lunch break and taking the stairs when possible.

Adding physical activity to your workday by walking during
your lunch break and taking the stairs when possible, boosts
mental well-being by reducing stress and improving mood.

10 [17]

Incorporate household chores like sweeping, vacuuming, and
doing laundry into your daily routine.

By incorporating household chores like sweeping, vacuuming,
and doing laundry into your daily routine, you can reduce the
risk of heart disease.

12 [17]

Take the stairs whenever you can.Regular stair climbing improves heart health and helps lower
blood pressure.

14 [17]

Procedures
Interested participants completed 2 online screening
questionnaires: a demographic form (to assess eligibility based
on age) and the PAR-Q+ (to assess eligibility for a PA
intervention). Eligible participants were contacted via email
and scheduled for an in-person consent meeting. During the
meeting, participants were informed about the study procedures,
given an opportunity to ask questions, and provided informed
consent to participate. After consenting to the study, participants
received both verbal and printed instructions on how to use the
devices (smartphone and wristband), completed the International
Physical Activity Questionnaire – Short Form (IPAQ-SF) to
report baseline PA levels, provided a phone number for
receiving SMS text messages, and selected a start date. Many
prior studies assessed PA using MET scores from questionnaires
or wearable devices [22,23]; thus, we used both measures in
this study. Participants were encouraged to contact the
investigators with any questions or technical difficulties with
devices. After consent, participants were assigned to the causal
or noncausal group.

For 3 weeks (1-week baseline and 2-week intervention),
participants wore an activity tracking wristband on their
nondominant wrist. Initially, the Empatica E4 wristband was

used for measuring PA, but the device was discontinued on
February 15, 2025. All participants enrolled after that date used
the Empatica EmbracePlus wristband for data collection. Both
wristbands have accelerometers and additionally capture
temperature, electrodermal activity, and heart rate. In addition
to the raw data, the EmbracePlus output includes biomarkers
such as METs. To collect data from the wristband, participants
used a provided Google Pixel 8A smartphone with the Empatica
Care Lab app (for the EmbracePlus) or the E4 Realtime App
(for the E4). While the wristband records activity, participants
were also asked to press a button on the wristband each time
they engaged in purposeful PA (eg, walking for exercise rather
than for errands).

After completing the 3-week data collection period, participants
returned to the lab. During a 30-minute visit, they returned the
devices, completed the IPAQ-SF again, and were interviewed
about their satisfaction with the intervention through a series
of multiple-choice and open-ended questions.

Finally, 4 weeks after completing data collection, participants
completed an online follow-up questionnaire to assess the
long-term effects of the intervention using the IPAQ-SF.
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Outcomes

Objective PA Assessment
The primary study outcome and one secondary outcome focused
on PA measured using METs. We selected METs because it is
a widely accepted measure of PA intensity and captures energy
expenditure across a range of activities, including both formal
exercise and everyday tasks like household chores and stair
climbing, as suggested in our SMS text messages. The wristband
continuously recorded METs and sent data to the app via
Bluetooth. When connected to Wi-Fi, the app uploaded data to
the cloud, which enabled us to track compliance. Participants
wore the wristband during all waking hours and were instructed
to charge it overnight. Participants did not receive any feedback
from the wristband, which only displayed time of day
(EmbracePlus) or had no display (E4), and participants did not
see any of the data being collected.

Self-Reported Measures
Our last two secondary outcomes focused on self-reported
measures. First, we collected self-reported PA using the
IPAQ-SF at 3 time points: before baseline data collection, after
completion of the intervention period, and 4 weeks
postcompletion. This questionnaire assesses PA categorically
(low, medium, and high) and through a continuous score
(calculated as a MET level multiplied by the number of minutes
of activity and events per week). Due to the potential bias of
self-reporting [24], this measure was used as a secondary
outcome. Additionally, we surveyed participants about their
satisfaction with the intervention using a combination of
multiple-choice and open-ended questions. The full survey is
in Multimedia Appendix 1.

Sample Size
Due to the preliminary nature of the study, we did not use an a
priori power calculation. Based on sample sizes used in prior
work to evaluate similar types of interventions [13], we set a
sample size of 30 to assess feasibility and estimate effect sizes
for future trials.

Randomization
We used block randomization with a block size of 4 to ensure
balanced group sizes and distribution of assignment over time.
The sequence was generated by the first author (EK).

Blinding
Our primary outcome used METs recorded automatically by
the wristband. Participants did not have access to the recorded
data, so assessment of outcomes was not influenced by
expectations of participants or the investigators. Due to the
nature of the intervention, it is not possible to conceal message
content from participants or investigators, and data analysis was
not blinded.

Analysis
To evaluate differences in demographics between groups, we
used a chi-square test of independence, which is suitable for
small sample sizes. We used a Mann-Whitney U test to compare
baseline PA between groups in mean METs per minute, as the
MET data were not normally distributed.

The primary outcome was defined as the change in mean
METs/min between baseline and the 2-week intervention period.
We used a linear mixed model (LMM) with fixed effects of
group (causal and noncausal), age, and gender. Our target
variable was calculated as the difference between
participant-level mean METs/min during the intervention and
baseline periods. We used METs/min due to varying durations
of recording between and within participants (eg, differing
number of waking hours) and incomplete hours (eg, starting
recording at 8:56 AM means only 4 minutes of data would be
available for that hour). We used random intercepts for
participants to account for individual differences in baseline
activity, and a random slope for week to allow variation in
week-to-week change trajectories across individuals. Random
effects were grouped by participant ID. The model was fit using
restricted maximum likelihood estimation. We selected LMM
as it is appropriate for analyzing repeated measurements taken
over time under different conditions and was used in prior work
[22]. To quantify the effect size of the between-group difference,
we calculated the Cohen d score.

Our first secondary outcome focused on differences between
message and nonmessage days between groups. Since messages
were all delivered at 8 AM local time, we calculated METs/min
between 8 AM and 12 AM for each day of the intervention
period for each person, and took the mean of message and
nonmessage days. We used the Mann-Whitney U test to compare
mean METs/min on message and nonmessage days.

Self-reported PA was calculated as mean METs per week based
on participants’ responses to the IPAQ-SF. This measure reflects
the frequency and duration of different intensities of activity
reported over the past 7 days. The Mann-Whitney U test was
used to compare the reported PA in mean METs per week
between each survey.

Lastly, we analyzed participants’ responses to the satisfaction
questionnaire using the mean for each response option. We used
a chi-square test of independence to compare whether the
differences in responses were statistically significant. For
qualitative data, we conducted a bottom-up (inductive) thematic
analysis. The first author read all responses first, then manually
assigned descriptive codes to specific comments (eg,
“Something more personalized like facts about you and your
physical activity” was coded as “lack of data integration”).
Similar codes were then grouped into broader themes (eg, the
theme “lack of personalization”), and we calculated the
frequency of mentions for each subtheme by group.

Ethical Considerations
The study was approved by the institutional review board (IRB)
of Stevens Institute of Technology (IRB protocol #2024-052).
All participants provided informed consent before data
collection. We maintain privacy of all participants and do not
include any identifying information. Participants received a US
$200 Amazon gift card after completing data collection and
returning the devices, and a US $50 gift card after completing
the follow-up survey.
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Results

Participants
As shown in Figure 2, a total of 76 individuals completed the
screening questionnaire and provided their email addresses for
follow-up. Of these, 41 were consented and completed data
collection. After examining the data collected with the E4, we
observed significant missing data due to the devices frequently
disconnecting from the app. Since each participant used a single

device for all data collection (baseline and intervention), we
thus excluded all participants who used the E4 from analysis.
This decision was made prior to any data analysis and led to
continuing enrollment until meeting our predetermined target
of 30 participants with the EmbracePlus. Thus, 13 participants
were excluded from all analyses (n=1 due to protocol deviation,
n=1 due to device failure leading to over 5 days of missing data,
and n=11 due to data collection using the E4), resulting in a
final sample of 28 participants.

Figure 2. CONSORT (Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials) diagram. Exclusions shown are for participants completely excluded from analysis.
Only participants who used the EmbracePlus were included in the analysis. Partial exclusions are described in the text.

Participants’ demographics and baseline activity by group are
shown in Table 2, and there were no significant differences
between groups. One participant did not complete the follow-up
survey and was excluded from analysis of that data (and thus
received partial payment for the study, US $200). A total of 588
days of data were collected and included in the analysis. Five
days were excluded: 4 participants each had 1 missing day, with
1 day being during the baseline period and 3 days during the

intervention period (1 on a day when a message was delivered,
and the other 2 on a day without a message). Additionally, 1
participant reported completing an unplanned 32-mile walk
during the baseline week. Since the baseline week was intended
to represent usual behavior, the 32-mile walk was considered
abnormal and that day was excluded, with means then calculated
based on the present days.
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Table 2. Participant demographics and baseline physical activity. Values are presented as n or mean (SD). P<.05 was considered statistically significant.

P valueNoncausal (n=13)Causal (n=15)Variables

.76Gender, n

710Male

65Female

.8935.18 (10.67)35 (10.49)Age in years, mean (SD)

.31Race, n

54White

27Asian

22Black or African American

22Hispanic, Latino/a, or Spanish Origin

10Asian and Black or African American

10Black or African American and Hispanic, Latino/a, or Spanish Origin

.38Education, n

31High school

36Undergraduate degree

78Graduate degree

.612.38 (0.51)2.31 (0.47)Baseline physical activity (METsa per minute), mean (SD)

aMETs: metabolic equivalent of tasks.

Primary Outcome: Difference in PA Between the
Baseline and Intervention Periods
Our primary outcome was the difference in mean METs/min
between the baseline and intervention period. As shown in Table
3, there was a significant effect of group, indicating that the
increase in the causal group was significantly different. The
effect size was moderate (Cohen d=0.54), indicating a

meaningful difference between the causal and noncausal groups.
Additionally, there was a significant effect of gender, with
women being more likely to increase PA from baseline to the
intervention period compared to men. Table 4 reports the mean
METs during the baseline and intervention periods. An increase
was observed in the causal group and a decrease in the noncausal
group; however, neither difference was statistically significant.

Table 3. Results for linear mixed model predicting change in mean metabolic equivalent of tasks (METs) per minute from baseline to intervention
period. Coefficients show the change in METs for a one-unit increase in each predictor, with positive coefficients meaning an increase in METs. P
values <.05 were considered statistically significant. N=28 for this analysis.

P valuez scoreSEβ (95% CI)Predictor

<.001–4.050.03–0.12 (–0.18 to –0.06)Intercept

.012.740.050.13 (0.04 to 0.22)Group (causal)

.042.110.060.13 (0.01 to 0.26)Gender (woman)

.730.340.000.00 (–0.01 to 0.01)Age

Table 4. Mean (SD) metabolic equivalent of tasks per minute during baseline and intervention periods (compared using the Mann-Whitney U test).
N=28 for this analysis.

P valueInterventionBaseline

.512.40 (0.47)2.31 (0.47)Causal

.992.37 (0.46)2.38 (0.51)Noncausal

Comparing PA on Days With and Without Message
Delivery by Group
Our primary outcome was overall activity change. We next
examined differences in PA between days with and without
SMS text message delivery. Participants in the causal group

were significantly more active on days when they received SMS
text messages (mean 2.46, SD 0.12) compared to days when
they did not (mean 2.25, SD 0.15; U=6; P=.02). The difference
was not significant in the noncausal group (days with texts:
mean 2.40, SD 0.26; days without texts: mean 2.33, SD 0.19;
U=19; P=.57).
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Changes in Self-Reported PA
Based on self-reported data, baseline MET-minutes/week did
not differ between participants in the causal group (mean
1661.82, SD 1026.94) and the noncausal group (mean 2316.75,
SD 1562.08; U=48; P=.29; n=27). Both groups reported an
increase in MET-minutes/week from baseline to intervention,
though this increase was not significantly different between the
causal (mean 1037.49, SD 1501.28) and noncausal groups (mean
369.45, SD 366.45; U=94; P=.15). At 4 weeks after the
intervention, MET-minutes/week did not change significantly
from baseline in either the causal (mean 372.12, SD 986.39;
U=68; P=.36) or noncausal group (mean 83.21, SD 423.76;
U=78; P=.42).

Participant Satisfaction
We first analyzed the quantitative survey data. As shown in
Table 5, while there were some differences, none were
significant between the two groups. Most participants in both
groups reported that they always read the messages and found
them easy or very easy to understand. While more participants
reported satisfaction with text frequency in the causal compared
to the noncausal group, the difference was not significant.
Similarly, 8 participants in the causal group reported that the
messages helped them better achieve their fitness goals, while
only 2 participants in the noncausal group reported the same.

Lastly, we examined participants’ answers to the open-ended
questions using thematic analysis, as shown in Table 6. Across
all participants (N=28), 15 were dissatisfied with the frequency

of message delivery and expressed a preference for more
messages. Six participants in the causal group indicated that
references to specific health outcomes, such as diabetes and
mental health, made the messages motivating.

The reminders of specific consequences like diabetes
and chronic pain really stuck with me. Every message
felt like a gentle but effective nudge toward being
more active. [Participant 7]

In the noncausal group, 4 participants mentioned that the
messages were too generic and easy to ignore or forget.

The messages were too generic and failed to capture
my attention. [Participant 12]

Participants in both groups expressed positive views about the
messages as helpful reminders. Three participants across both
groups mentioned that they would prefer a friendlier, more
conversational tone in the messages.

I think it's the copywriting that needs to be more
conversational. It sounded too sterile and cold.
[Participant 9]

Participants in both groups mentioned a lack of personalization
(n=22), expressing a preference for receiving messages
specifically after periods of inactivity, when the reminder would
be more relevant.

Messages could be more immediate when you don't
move for a ling [sic] time. [Participant 4]
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Table 5. Participants’ responses to the satisfaction questionnaire by group.

P valueNoncausal (n=13), nCausal (n=15), nQuestion

.99How often did you read the text messages?

1213Always

12Often

00Sometimes

00Rarely

00Never

.24Did the frequency of the text messages meet your expectations?

49Yes

96No

.09Did the text messages help you better achieve your fitness goals?

28Yes

117No

.28Did the text messages help you feel more motivated to make healthy lifestyle changes?

611Yes

74No

.83How easy was it to understand the information provided in the text messages?

912Very easy

43Easy

00Neither easy nor difficult

00Difficult

00Very difficult

.27Would you recommend this text message program to a friend?

813Yes

52No

.30How likely are you to continue using the strategies or advice provided in the text messages after the study?

16Very likely

87Likely

11Neither likely nor unlikely

21Unlikely

10Very unlikely

.18Overall, how satisfied were you with the convenience and accessibility of receiving health information via text messages?

610Very satisfied

63Satisfied

02Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied

10Dissatisfied

00Very dissatisfied
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Table 6. Themes and subthemes identified from participants' answers to open-ended questions. Numbers in the last two columns represent the number
of mentions by group.

Noncausal (n=13)Causal (n=15)Theme and subtheme

Frequency

96Preference for more frequent messages

Message content

06Motivating messages

40Generic content

45Reminders

12Tone of messages

02Educational content

20Already known information

Lack of personalization

46Lack of data integration

43Inconvenient delivery timing

32Lack of personalized feedback

Message features

21Not interactive

12Not tied to real-time behavior data

Technology and usability

01App issues

01Technical or connectivity issues

Recommendation logic

32Better for inactive users

21Not helpful for already active users

Other

23No changes needed

12No feedback

Discussion

Principal Results
We found that causal messages were more effective than
noncausal ones, leading to a statistically significant increase in
PA with a moderate effect size. Analysis of the secondary
outcomes showed that participants in the causal group were
more active on days when they received messages than on days
when they did not. Potentially due to the small sample size,
there were no significant differences in self-reported PA increase
between groups or time periods, and no significant differences
in satisfaction were found.

Comparison With Prior Work
We developed causal messages to provide a clear rationale for
behavior change by linking PA to meaningful health outcomes,
such as a reduced risk of chronic diseases like type 2 diabetes
and improved mental health. This approach was effective for
increasing PA, and our qualitative results suggest that the causal
component may be especially motivating. Our findings advance
prior work on SMS text messaging for increasing PA by

identifying for the first time that causal messages may be more
effective than statements that only recommend an activity. Our
results align with previous research suggesting that individuals
are more likely to engage in a behavior when they understand
its relevance and how it impacts their overall well-being [25].
By explicitly connecting PA to potential health outcomes, causal
messages may have increased perceived relevance and personal
significance [26]. Similarly, Fogg’s Behavior Model emphasizes
that increasing the perceived importance of an action can serve
as a trigger for behavior change [27].

Participants in the causal group were significantly more active
on days when they received messages, and dissatisfaction with
message frequency was due to a desire for more messages rather
than burnout. Our messaging schedule was designed to avoid
message fatigue, but our results show that more frequent
messages could be both acceptable and effective. Prior research
suggests that individualized or adaptive message schedules are
often more effective than fixed-frequency approaches [28]. Our
results suggest that consistent exposure to causal messages may
promote more sustainable engagement in PA. However, it is an
open question whether these results would differ in a long-term
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intervention, as our study period was 2 weeks. Although more
than half of the participants expressed a preference for more
frequent messages, allowing people to customize message
frequency according to their needs may increase the
effectiveness of future interventions. Participants also mentioned
a preference for receiving messages after prolonged periods of
inactivity. This aligns with existing evidence that timely,
context-sensitive prompts can positively influence behavior in
real time [29]. Thus, it may be important to balance regular
message delivery with personalized scheduling to optimize
engagement and minimize fatigue in future PA interventions.

The increase in self-reported PA in our study was not significant
from baseline to the intervention period and 4 weeks
postintervention between groups, which may be due to the small
sample size. Further, the self-reported values were inconsistent
with the objective measures, where we found a significant
increase in METs in the causal group and no increase in the
noncausal group. This discrepancy is consistent with prior
research showing that self-reported PA is often overestimated
and may not accurately reflect actual behavior [30,31]. Our
self-reported measures and METs measured with the
EmbracePlus are not directly comparable, but the difference in
trends highlights the importance of using objective measures
when evaluating the effectiveness of behavioral interventions.

Our findings were supported by insights from the participant
surveys. Participants reported that causal messages linking PA
to health outcomes increased their motivation to be physically
active. Additionally, we found that most participants wanted
messages to be more personalized and timelier, based on their
PA data. Since our work was a pilot, future work is needed to
explore whether causal framing is still effective when combined
with personalized PA data to deliver messages during periods
of inactivity. Interventions could consider individuals’calendars,
targeting moments when they are available to take a break and
engage in PA.

Limitations
Our study had several limitations. The sample size for this pilot
study was small and consisted of residents from New York and
New Jersey, which may limit the generalizability of our findings
to broader populations. The intervention period was only 2
weeks, and longer-term adherence and outcomes remain
unknown. This is especially important given our finding that
participants wanted more frequent messages. Since messages
were on a set schedule, it is not known whether tailoring them
to individual activity levels would have benefits beyond that of
causal messaging, nor whether varying the schedule is important
for long-term engagement. Future research is needed to explore
the long-term effectiveness of causal messaging, test more
personalized message delivery schedules, and examine the use
of interventions based on real-time activity data. Finally, due
to the nature of the intervention and pilot study, allocation could
not be fully concealed. While our use of objective measures
limits the potential for bias in outcome assessment, this is
nevertheless a limitation.

Conclusions
We found that incorporating causal information into an SMS
text message intervention for promoting PA can increase their
effectiveness. Specifically, participants who received messages
that included causal information linking recommended PA to
health outcomes showed a greater increase in PA from baseline
compared to those who received the messages with the same
PA recommendations without causal information, and
participants in the causal group had more PA on days with
messages than on days without. These findings have important
implications for the design of future behavioral interventions.
We recommend incorporating causal information that explicitly
connects PA recommendations to relevant health outcomes,
such as reduced risk of chronic diseases. Moreover, tailoring
message delivery to participants' preferences and real-time
context may support sustained engagement and increase the
intervention’s effectiveness.

Funding
This work was supported by the National Science Foundation under award number 1907951.

Data Availability
The datasets generated or analyzed during this study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Authors' Contributions
EK contributed to the conceptualization, data curation, formal analysis, investigation, methodology, and visualization of the
study. She took the lead in writing the original draft and provided supporting contributions during the review and editing process.
SK contributed to the conceptualization, funding acquisition, and methodology. She provided supporting contributions to writing
the original draft and took the lead in the review and editing process.

Conflicts of Interest
None declared.

Multimedia Appendix 1
Survey questionnaire.
[DOCX File , 17 KB-Multimedia Appendix 1]

JMIR Form Res 2025 | vol. 9 | e80090 | p. 10https://formative.jmir.org/2025/1/e80090
(page number not for citation purposes)

Korshakova & KleinbergJMIR FORMATIVE RESEARCH

XSL•FO
RenderX

https://jmir.org/api/download?alt_name=formative_v9i1e80090_app1.docx&filename=27f71123ac8898e1c3cce4de46cdad48.docx
https://jmir.org/api/download?alt_name=formative_v9i1e80090_app1.docx&filename=27f71123ac8898e1c3cce4de46cdad48.docx
http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/


References

1. Booth FW, Roberts CK, Laye MJ. Lack of exercise is a major cause of chronic diseases. Compr Physiol. 2012;2(2):1143-1211.
[FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1002/cphy.c110025] [Medline: 23798298]

2. Carlson SA, Adams EK, Yang Z, Fulton JE. Percentage of deaths associated with inadequate physical activity in the United
States. Prev Chronic Dis. 2018;15:E38. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.5888/pcd18.170354] [Medline: 29602315]

3. Matthews CE, Carlson SA, Saint-Maurice PF, Patel S, Salerno EA, Loftfield E, et al. Sedentary behavior in U.S. adults:
fall 2019. Med Sci Sports Exerc. 2021;53(12):2512-2519. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1249/MSS.0000000000002751]
[Medline: 34310489]

4. Yang L, Cao C, Kantor ED, Nguyen LH, Zheng X, Park Y, et al. Trends in sedentary behavior among the US population,
2001-2016. JAMA. 2019;321(16):1587-1597. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1001/jama.2019.3636] [Medline: 31012934]

5. Costa TG, Ramos-Urrea C, dos Santos DAT, Ostolin TLVDP, de Lira CAB. Strategies to combat the increase of sedentary
behavior after COVID-19 pandemic: an opinion article. Res Soc Dev. 2022;11(6):e9011628689. [doi:
10.33448/rsd-v11i6.28689]

6. Evenson KR, Alothman SA, Moore CC, Hamza MM, Rakic S, Alsukait RF, et al. A scoping review on the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on physical activity and sedentary behavior in Saudi Arabia. BMC Public Health. 2023;23(1):572.
[FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1186/s12889-023-15422-3] [Medline: 36973687]

7. Mobile fact sheet. Pew Research Center. Apr 1, 2024. URL: https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile/
[accessed 2024-04-01]

8. St Quinton T, Morris B, Barwood MJ, Conner M. Promoting physical activity through text messages: the impact of attitude
and goal priority messages. Health Psychol Behav Med. 2021;9(1):165-181. [FREE Full text] [doi:
10.1080/21642850.2021.1891073] [Medline: 34104555]

9. Ibeneme SC, Ndukwu SC, Myezwa H, Irem FO, Ezenwankwo FE, Ajidahun AT, et al. Effectiveness of mobile text reminder
in improving adherence to medication, physical exercise, and quality of life in patients living with HIV: a systematic review.
BMC Infect Dis. 2021;21(1):859. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1186/s12879-021-06563-0] [Medline: 34425789]

10. Grady CL, Murtagh E, Ng K, Bengoechea EG, Woods CB. Communicating physical activity messages with adolescents:
what works? A scoping review with stakeholder consultation. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2025;22(1):20. [FREE Full text]
[doi: 10.1186/s12966-025-01717-8] [Medline: 39972320]

11. Huberty JL, Buman MP, Leiferman JA, Bushar J, Hekler EB, Adams MA. Dose and timing of text messages for increasing
physical activity among pregnant women: a randomized controlled trial. Transl Behav Med. 2017;7(2):212-223. [FREE
Full text] [doi: 10.1007/s13142-016-0445-1] [Medline: 27800565]

12. Lee AM, Hojjatinia S, Courtney JB, Brunke-Reese D, Hojjatinia S, Lagoa CM, et al. Motivational message framing effects
on physical activity dynamics in a digital messaging intervention: secondary analysis. JMIR Form Res. 2023;7:e41414.
[FREE Full text] [doi: 10.2196/41414] [Medline: 37083710]

13. Smith DM, Duque L, Huffman JC, Healy BC, Celano CM. Text message interventions for physical activity: a systematic
review and meta-analysis. Am J Prev Med. 2020;58(1):142-151. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1016/j.amepre.2019.08.014]
[Medline: 31759805]

14. Kleinberg S, Marsh JK. Less is more: information needs, information wants, and what makes causal models useful. Cogn
Res Princ Implic. 2023;8(1):57. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1186/s41235-023-00509-7] [Medline: 37646868]

15. Sheeran P, Webb TL. The intention–behavior gap. Soc Personal Psychol Compass. 2016;10(9):503-518. [doi:
10.1111/spc3.12265]

16. Bredin SSD, Gledhill N, Jamnik VK, Warburton DER. PAR-Q+ and ePARmed-X+: new risk stratification and physical
activity clearance strategy for physicians and patients alike. Can Fam Physician. 2013;59(3):273-277. [FREE Full text]
[Medline: 23486800]

17. Steps for getting started with physical activity. U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Apr 17, 2024. URL: https:/
/www.cdc.gov/healthy-weight-growth/physical-activity/getting-started.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/
healthyweight/physical_activity/getting_started.html [accessed 2024-04-17]

18. How much physical activity do adults need? U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Apr 2024. URL: https://www.
cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/adults/index.htm [accessed 2024-04-17]

19. DeskFit. NASA Headquarters Fitness Center. 2020. URL: https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/
hq_deskfit_booklet_6.10.2020.pdf [accessed 2024-04-17]

20. Physical activity. WHO. Jun 26, 2024. URL: https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/physical-activity [accessed
2024-04-17]

21. Top 10 things to know about the second edition of the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans. OASH. URL: https:/
/odphp.health.gov/our-work/nutrition-physical-activity/physical-activity-guidelines/current-guidelines/top-10-things-know
[accessed 2024-04-17]

22. Bootwong P, Intarut N. The effects of text messages for promoting physical activities in prediabetes: a randomized controlled
trial. Telemed J E Health. 2022;28(6):896-903. [doi: 10.1089/tmj.2021.0303] [Medline: 34619066]

JMIR Form Res 2025 | vol. 9 | e80090 | p. 11https://formative.jmir.org/2025/1/e80090
(page number not for citation purposes)

Korshakova & KleinbergJMIR FORMATIVE RESEARCH

XSL•FO
RenderX

https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/23798298
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cphy.c110025
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=23798298&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/29602315
http://dx.doi.org/10.5888/pcd18.170354
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=29602315&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/34310489
http://dx.doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0000000000002751
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=34310489&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/31012934
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jama.2019.3636
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=31012934&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.33448/rsd-v11i6.28689
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-023-15422-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12889-023-15422-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=36973687&dopt=Abstract
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/10.1080/21642850.2021.1891073?url_ver=Z39.88-2003&rfr_id=ori:rid:crossref.org&rfr_dat=cr_pub  0pubmed
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21642850.2021.1891073
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=34104555&dopt=Abstract
https://bmcinfectdis.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12879-021-06563-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12879-021-06563-0
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=34425789&dopt=Abstract
https://ijbnpa.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12966-025-01717-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12966-025-01717-8
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=39972320&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/27800565
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/27800565
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s13142-016-0445-1
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=27800565&dopt=Abstract
https://formative.jmir.org/2023//e41414/
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/41414
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=37083710&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/31759805
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2019.08.014
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=31759805&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/37646868
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s41235-023-00509-7
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=37646868&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12265
http://www.cfp.ca/cgi/pmidlookup?view=long&pmid=23486800
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=23486800&dopt=Abstract
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-weight-growth/physical-activity/getting-started.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/physical_activity/getting_started.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-weight-growth/physical-activity/getting-started.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/physical_activity/getting_started.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-weight-growth/physical-activity/getting-started.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/physical_activity/getting_started.html
https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/adults/index.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/physicalactivity/basics/adults/index.htm
https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/hq_deskfit_booklet_6.10.2020.pdf
https://www.nasa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/hq_deskfit_booklet_6.10.2020.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/physical-activity
https://odphp.health.gov/our-work/nutrition-physical-activity/physical-activity-guidelines/current-guidelines/top-10-things-know
https://odphp.health.gov/our-work/nutrition-physical-activity/physical-activity-guidelines/current-guidelines/top-10-things-know
http://dx.doi.org/10.1089/tmj.2021.0303
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=34619066&dopt=Abstract
http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/


23. Dietz de Loos A, Jiskoot G, van den Berg-Emons R, Louwers Y, Beerthuizen A, van Busschbach J, et al. The effect of
tailored short message service (SMS) on physical activity: results from a three-component randomized controlled lifestyle
intervention in women with PCOS. J Clin Med. 2023;12(7):896-903. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.3390/jcm12072466] [Medline:
37048550]

24. Meh K, Sember V, Sorić M, Vähä-Ypyä H, Rocha P, Jurak G. The dilemma of physical activity questionnaires: fitter people
are less prone to over reporting. PLoS One. 2023;18(8):e0285357. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0285357]
[Medline: 37647304]

25. Michaelsen MM, Esch T. Understanding health behavior change by motivation and reward mechanisms: a review of the
literature. Front Behav Neurosci. 2023;17:1151918. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.3389/fnbeh.2023.1151918] [Medline:
37405131]

26. Van Cappellen P, Rice EL, Catalino LI, Fredrickson BL. Positive affective processes underlie positive health behaviour
change. Psychol Health. 2018;33(1):77-97. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1080/08870446.2017.1320798] [Medline: 28498722]

27. Fogg BJ. A behavior model for persuasive design. In: Persuasive '09: Proceedings of the 4th International Conference on
Persuasive Technology. New York. Association for Computing Machinery; 2009:1-7.

28. Head KJ, Noar SM, Iannarino NT, Grant Harrington N. Efficacy of text messaging-based interventions for health promotion:
a meta-analysis. Soc Sci Med. 2013;97:41-48. [doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2013.08.003] [Medline: 24161087]

29. Nahum-Shani I, Smith SN, Spring BJ, Collins LM, Witkiewitz K, Tewari A, et al. Just-in-time adaptive interventions
(JITAIs) in mobile health: key components and design principles for ongoing health behavior support. Ann Behav Med.
2018;52(6):446-462. [FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1007/s12160-016-9830-8] [Medline: 27663578]

30. Schaller A, Rudolf K, Dejonghe L, Grieben C, Froboese I. Influencing factors on the overestimation of self-reported physical
activity: a cross-sectional analysis of low back pain patients and healthy controls. Biomed Res Int. 2016;2016:1497213.
[FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1155/2016/1497213] [Medline: 27298820]

31. Wunsch K, Nigg CR, Weyland S, Jekauc D, Niessner C, Burchartz A, et al. The relationship of self-reported and device-based
measures of physical activity and health-related quality of life in adolescents. Health Qual Life Outcomes. 2021;19(1):67.
[FREE Full text] [doi: 10.1186/s12955-021-01682-3] [Medline: 33648492]

Abbreviations
IPAQ-SF: International Physical Activity Questionnaire – Short Form
IRB: institutional review board
LMM: linear mixed model
MET: metabolic equivalent of task
PA: physical activity
PAR-Q+: Physical Activity Readiness Questionnaire

Edited by A Mavragani; submitted 30.Jul.2025; peer-reviewed by A Singleton, X Su; comments to author 23.Sep.2025; revised version
received 03.Nov.2025; accepted 03.Nov.2025; published 24.Nov.2025

Please cite as:
Korshakova E, Kleinberg S
Evaluating Causal and Noncausal Text Messages to Promote Physical Activity in Adults: Randomized Pilot Study
JMIR Form Res 2025;9:e80090
URL: https://formative.jmir.org/2025/1/e80090
doi: 10.2196/80090
PMID:

©Elena Korshakova, Samantha Kleinberg. Originally published in JMIR Formative Research (https://formative.jmir.org),
24.Nov.2025. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work, first published in JMIR Formative Research, is properly cited. The complete bibliographic information,
a link to the original publication on https://formative.jmir.org, as well as this copyright and license information must be included.

JMIR Form Res 2025 | vol. 9 | e80090 | p. 12https://formative.jmir.org/2025/1/e80090
(page number not for citation purposes)

Korshakova & KleinbergJMIR FORMATIVE RESEARCH

XSL•FO
RenderX

https://www.mdpi.com/resolver?pii=jcm12072466
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/jcm12072466
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=37048550&dopt=Abstract
https://dx.plos.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285357
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285357
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=37647304&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/37405131
http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fnbeh.2023.1151918
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=37405131&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/28498722
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08870446.2017.1320798
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=28498722&dopt=Abstract
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2013.08.003
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=24161087&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/27663578
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12160-016-9830-8
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=27663578&dopt=Abstract
https://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/27298820
http://dx.doi.org/10.1155/2016/1497213
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=27298820&dopt=Abstract
https://hqlo.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12955-021-01682-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12955-021-01682-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=33648492&dopt=Abstract
https://formative.jmir.org/2025/1/e80090
http://dx.doi.org/10.2196/80090
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=Retrieve&db=PubMed&list_uids=&dopt=Abstract
http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

