Can my smartphone tell what | had to drink last night? Systematic review of the
measurement properties of smartphone based approaches to assess alcohol use
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Introduction: Accurate and low burdensome measurement of alcohol use is important to
successful behaviour change. Smartphones have the potential to provide a real-time,
unobtrusive and cost-effective way to measure alcohol use and deliver feedback. Despite
this, the validity of using smartphones to measure alcohol use is largely unknown. We aimed
to identify existing smartphone-based approaches to measure alcohol use and critically
appraise the quality of their measurement properties.

Method: A systematic search was conducted. Studies measuring alcohol use via
smartphone, and reporting at least one measurement property (e.g. validity, reliability) were
included.

Key Findings: Sixteen studies describing the measurement properties of smartphone-based
approaches to measure alcohol were identified, describing eight measurement techniques.
Techniques included self-report approaches (e.g. recording alcohol use in a mobile-app in
real-time), approaches where participants actively provided an objective measure of their
behaviour (e.g. tests of psychomotor performance assessing alcohol induced impairment),
and approaches where data was collected without the active involvement of users (e.g.

using sensors to detect gait and infer alcohol intoxication). The methodological quality of
studies varied widely.

Discussions and Conclusions: This world first review found some evidence to support the
reliability and validity of using smartphones to assess alcohol use. Included studies provided
good evidence for the validity of daily and real-time self-reporting of alcohol use via
smartphones and promising initial findings for other approaches. More high-quality studies
validating smartphone-based approaches against criterion measures, involving larger
samples and research investigating objective measurement approaches are needed.

Implications for Practice or Policy (optional): Many people already use apps to track
behaviours like alcohol use. It is often difficult to identify safe, evidence-based apps in the
crowded marketplace. We provide evidence-based recommendations to clinicians regarding
types of smartphone tools they might consider using in their practice to accurately measure
and feedback clients’ alcohol use.
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