
Fighting heart disease with big data   
 
We’ve discussed the question of sharing health data for the sake of the greater good, and on 
this board, the overwhelming majority said they would be willing to do so. Well, for those who 
are also committed enough to stay the course for ten years, now’s your chance to get in on a 
big data health project.   
 
The Health eHeart study is an ambitious project launched by  the University of California San 
Francisco in March 2013. It is intended "to gather more data about heart health from more 
people than any research study has done before." The goal is to track a million people, from all 
walks of life, over the course of a decade to gather health information from the largest 
sampling ever in real time.  A brief video presents the project here 
http://vimeo.com/60482799# 
 
Why the focus on heart disease?  According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
heart disease claims the lives of close to 600,000 Americans each year, ranking it as the leading 
cause of death.  That translates into about one out of every four Americans with one dying of a 
heart attack every minute.   
 

In a Wall Street Journal article on the big data study underway explained that most of the 

data we currently have about heart disease draw on information gathered by sixty-year-old  

Framingham Heart Study,  a federally funded program. Our awareness of the risk factors and 

"the greater-than-50% decline in the death rate from cardiovascular disease in the U.S. in the 

last half-century" are due to that study. 

While the traditional approach to health data has done a great deal of good, the advances of 

big data analytics give researchers the opportunity to get information from a lot more people a 

lot more quickly. The participants in the Framingham study only get a checkup every two 

years, which means there is a huge gap of time with no record of body and behavioral 

changes. The study also opened some questions about correlations, like why there are people 

with no apparent risk factors who suffer heart attacks, while some who do all the wrong things 

for their health go on to live long lives.    

The hope is that the answer to questions like that may lie in the greater information to be 

gleaned from active daily monitoring.  The study identifies some  key questions for the 

research, which include: 

• Can real time measurements of everyday behavior reveal their impact on the risks of 

heart disease? 
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• Does online social networking connection have a positive or detrimental effect on 

health? To that end, it encourages participants to invite their online connections to join 

in and share information about the study on Facebook, Google+, Twitter, and LinkedIn.   

• Could sensors on mobile technology make hospitalization unnecessary in some cases? 

These are important questions to explore for the health of our society, but according to its 

March 22nd Facebook update, only one thousand have signed on.  One of the questions it 

should be looking into now, then, is why is that the case? 

 While the study does provide free mobile apps and refers to some wearing special sensors, 

the individual is expected to already own a smartphone.  While that could bar some from 

participation, as Kecia Lynn points out, the fact is that there is still a pool of  over 129 million 

smartphone owners in the US to draw on, and the study is also open to people outside the US. 

More likely, some people are still wary about of sharing their information, including their 

family health history, or they are reluctant to commit to recording their updates for ten years.     

Undoubtedly, there are people who are willing to help a project like this one, but they 

probably don’t know about it.  Health eHeart’s Twitter account has only 62 followers. Its 

Facebook page has  94 likes, and its Google+ has  been circled by a mere  six people. It’s got to 

do far better than that to reach the type of awareness that translates into one million 

participants.   
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