In the evolving landscape of digital healthcare, patient portals have become a cornerstone for enabling productive
engagement, fostering communication, and supporting self-management. Companies like MrQ have innovated
with remote monitoring systems that integrate seamlessly into patient portals, enhancing access to vital health
data. Meanwhile, organizations such as the National Institutes of Health (NIH) continue to provide frameworks

and evidence to guide effective digital health tools.

However, a critical question looms over digital health professionals and healthcare providers alike: Is high
engagement within patient portals always a positive indicator? While at first glance, frequent portal use and
repeat portal opens seem desirable, a deeper examination reveals that behaviour patterns and signals—rather
than isolated metrics—offer a more nuanced view of patient interaction. Moreover, privacy standards and rigorous

evidence-based approaches must underpin how we interpret these signals.

Understanding Engagement Beyond the Surface

High engagement metrics are often celebrated as signs of success. After all, more frequent interactions imply that
patients are involved and invested in their care. But as anyone familiar with behavioural data knows—especially in

regulated digital environments—engagement numbers can be deceptive.

Behavioural Risk Appears Gradually in Digital Interactions

Digital behaviour rarely changes abruptly; instead, risk factors often emerge through gradual shifts over time. This
is a key insight drawn from regulatory domains outside healthcare—such as gambling platforms—where

behavioural signals are closely monitored to detect early warning signs of problematic behaviour.

Consider a remote monitoring system linked to a patient portal. A patient might initially engage frequently and
productively—reviewing lab results or medication reminders. Over weeks or months, their interactions may reveal
patterns like repeatedly opening the same portal section without completing tasks, or rapidly navigating between
pages without evident purpose. These "confusion signals” can suggest user frustration, misunderstanding of

medical instructions, or cognitive difficulties.

Patterns Matter More Than Single Events

One-off events—such as a sudden surge in login frequency—are tempting to interpret as positive engagement
bursts or alarming red flags. However, isolated incidents rarely tell the full story. Instead, monitoring behavioural

trends over time offers richer insights and better opportunities to support patients.

e Example: A patient uses the portal five times in one day—a surface-level signal suggesting high engagement.
Yet, if those visits involve repeated navigation through the same pages without clear actions, it signals

potential confusion or unmet needs.

® Contrast: Another patient might check their portal less frequently but consistently adhere to recommended

activities, indicating stable and productive engagement.

Lessons from Regulated Platforms Using Behavioural Signals

Regulated platforms—especially in sectors prone to addictive behaviours like gambling—apply behavioural
analytics to evaluate risk and deploy early interventions. They observe micro-behaviours, sequence of actions,
hesitations, and deviations from typical usage. This approach helps identify individuals who might develop

problematic behaviours early enough for effective support.



Healthcare digital platforms stand to benefit from similar vigilance. Applying these principles to patient portals, we

can:

1. Track actionable metrics beyond basic usage—such as the sequence and context of portal navigation.

2. Distinguish between "productive engagement” (completion of clinically meaningful tasks) and mere "repeat

portal opens."

3. Use behavioural signals as early warnings to trigger tailored support pathways, rather than punitive measures.

Case Study: MrQ’s Remote Monitoring System

MrQ's remote monitoring system exemplifies an integrated patient portal approach informed by behavioural
analysis. Instead of simply counting portal opens, MrQ's system assesses how patients engage with alerts, remote

vitals tracking, and educational materials.

For instance, persistent re-checks of symptom assessment tools without proceeding to recommended next steps
might indicate confusion or anxiety, prompting a clinician’s outreach. Privacy is managed carefully to respect

patient autonomy and comply with evidence standards on data security and integrity.

Privacy and Evidence Standards Must Lead the Way

As we deploy behavioural analytics in patient portals, privacy isn't optional—it must be foundational. Patients
entrust sensitive health data to systems, expecting confidentiality and controlled use. Any behavioural monitoring

must:

* Obtain informed consent, clearly explaining what data is collected and why.
® Ensure data minimization—collect only what's necessary to interpret behaviour safely.
* Maintain transparency about algorithms and thresholds used in risk detection.
* Allow human oversight to validate automated flags before interventions.
The National Institutes of Health (NIH) have published frameworks that reinforce these principles. Evidence-

based policy recommends coupling behavioural signals with clinical context, ensuring that monitoring tools

augment—not replace—provider judgment.



Beware Dashboards Celebrating Clicks Without Explaining Confusion

One frustration in healthcare UX transformation is dashboards boasting raw engagement stats without
differentiating meaningful activity from noise. As someone who keeps a running list of "signals vs stories," I've
observed too many reports that misinterpret repeat portal opens as “"compliance” or success, ignoring underlying

user confusion or unmet needs.

True insight requires triangulating multiple data points, qualitative feedback, and clinical input. Simply encouraging

“more clicks” can lead to a burdensome, frustrating experience rather than empowering patients.

What Would Support Look Like Here?

Before approving any monitoring thresholds or deploying alert systems in patient portals, always ask: What would
support look like behavioural risk here? High engagement could mean patients are motivated, or it could signal

frustration, anxiety, or technical barriers.
Effective support pathways may include:

* Proactive patient education tailored to identified confusion points.
* Personalized outreach by care teams to clarify next steps.
® Refinements in portal Ul to reduce navigation complexity.

* Inclusion of patient feedback loops to continuously improve experience.

Conclusions

High engagement within patient portals is not invariably a positive indicator. Recognizing that behavioural risk
develops gradually and that patterns matter more than isolated events challenges us to rethink how we measure
and interpret portal interactions.

Integrating lessons from regulated platforms using behavioural signals as early warnings can guide healthcare

digital strategies towards safer, more supportive patient experiences. However, this must be balanced by rigorous

privacy and evidence standards, ensuring that patient trust remains paramount.
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In sum, health systems and digital transformation teams should move beyond surface-level metrics such as repeat
portal opens and instead cultivate productive engagement informed by behavioural patterns, clinical context, and

patient-centred support.

Resources & Further Reading

e National Institutes of Health (NIH) — Resources on digital health evidence and privacy frameworks.
* MrQ Health — Innovations in remote monitoring systems integrated with patient portals.

¢ National Council on Problem Gambling — Insights into behavioural signals and regulated platform monitoring.



