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Abstract

Background: An eHealth tool that coaches employees through the process of reflection has the potential to support employees
with moderate levels of stress to increase their capacity for resilience. Most eHealth tools that include self-tracking summarize
the collected data for the users. However, users need to gain a deeper understanding of the data and decide upon the next step to
take through self-reflection.

Objective: In this study, we aimed to examine the perceived effectiveness of the guidance offered by an automated e-Coach
during employees' self-reflection process in gaining insights into their situation and on their perceived stress and resilience
capacities and the usefulness of the design elements of the e-Coach during this process.

Methods: Of the 28 participants, 14 (50%) completed the 6-week BringBalance program that allowed participants to perform
reflection via four phases: identification, strategy generation, experimentation, and evaluation. Data collection consisted of log
data, ecological momentary assessment (EMA) questionnaires for reflection provided by the e-Coach, in-depth interviews, and
apre- and posttest survey (including the Brief Resilience Scale and the Perceived Stress Scale). The posttest survey also asked
about the utility of the elements of the e-Coach for reflection. A mixed methods approach was followed.

Results: Pre- and posttest scores on perceived stress and resilience were not much different among completers (no statistical
test performed). The automated e-Coach did enable users to gain an understanding of factors that influenced their stress levels
and capacity for resilience (identification phase) and to learn the principles of useful strategies to improve their capacity for
resilience (strategy generation phase). Design elements of the e-Coach reduced the reflection process into smaller steps to
re-eval uate situations and helped them to observe atrend (identification phase). However, users experienced difficultiesintegrating
the chosen strategies into their daily life (experimentation phase). Moreover, the identified events related to stress and resilience
were too specific through the guidance offered by the e-Coach (identification phase), and the events did not recur, which
consequently left users unable to sufficiently practice (strategy generation phase), experiment (experimentation phase), and
evaluate (evaluation phase) the techniques during meaningful events.

Conclusions: Participants were able to perform self-reflection under the guidance of the automated e-Coach, which often led
toward gaining new insights. To improve the reflection process, more guidance should be offered by the e-Coach that would aid
employees to identify events that recur in daily life. Future research could study the effects of the suggested improvements on
the quality of reflection via an automated e-Coach.

(IMIR Hum Factors 2023;10:€34331) doi: 10.2196/34331
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Introduction

Background

Sustainable employahility is, for alarge part, negatively affected
by stress, with one-third of work-related absenteeism among
employees being caused by stress [1]. According to the
European Union compass for action on mental health and
well-being, more should be done in the preventative phase to
increase employees’ capacity for resilience and reduce the risk
of burnout [2]. Tackling stress at an early stageisvital because
it can have negative consequences on health, well-being, and
productivity [3]. To tackle stressat an early stage, it isnecessary
that employees cope effectively with the causes of the stress
response (ie, stressors). Awareness about the stress response
and the stressor is a prerequisite for employees to activate the
desired behavior change, that is, effectively coping with the
stressor. Moreover, employees also need to learn and select
effective coping strategies to deal with the stressor [4].
Resilience is achieved when employees effectively deal with
stress [5]. An employee’s capacity for resilience, defined as
“the ability to bounce back after adversity” [6], is determined
by the possession of several psychosocial and protectivefactors
that influence the rel ationship between a stressor and theinitial
stressresponse. Examples of such factors are employees' coping
repertoires and emotion regulatory capacities[5].

Reflection is an important step in training employees’ capacity
for resilience [5,7]. Reflection involves evaluating past
experiences and learning from them with the aim of optimizing
personal performancein future situations[8,9]. One of theways
in which reflection on stressful events improves resilience
capacitiesisto prompt employeesto search for waysto improve
and adapt, recruit more coping strategies, and activate available
resources such as social support or taking moretimeto complete
a task [5]. It is useful to perform reflection soon after
experiencing asituation that causes stress (reflection-in-action)
and later (reflection-on-action) [10,11]. Stressful moments are
opportune moments to perform a coping strategy, and a
reassessment later in time can result in better recognition of
stressor astressor in future situations[5]. Another way inwhich
reflection improvesthe capacity for resilienceisthat the negative
event can be interpreted as less negative once time has passed,
and individual s know the outcome of the stressor, whichis often
less savere than expected. This can lead to the situation being
reframed into something more positive and unnecessary to worry
about [12].

Intraditional coaching settings, reflective coaching has received
agreat deal of attention as an effective and essential method to
help coaches better understand and learn how to improve their
situation [13,14]. The reflective coaching model [15], whichis
currently used in face-to-face coaching, includes four phases:
(2) identification, (2) strategy generation, (3) experimentation,
and (4) evaluation. Theidentification phaseinvolvesidentifying
i ssues worth solving and understanding why each of themisan
issue; the strategy generation phase involves searching for and
choosing possible solutions for the issue; the experimentation
phase involves experimenting with the chosen strategies; and
the evaluation phase involves evaluating the effectiveness of
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the strategy as a solution for the issue [15]. In short, reflection
includes gaining awareness about the current situation and
learning how to deal effectively with it or similar situationsin
the future.

Owing to the number of employees experiencing stress,
labor-intensive face-to-face reflective coaching sessions to
improve the capacity for resilience are not realistic [ 16]. eHealth
technologies have the potential to coach users through the
process of reflection without human involvement [17].
Self-tracking of stressful events and eventsrelated to resilience
can result in awareness of the current situation [18]. Real-time
measures of stress and resilience capacities (eg, heart rate
variability) can be collected using self-tracking devices, such
as smartwatches [19,20], or ecological momentary assessment
(EMA) via smartphones. EMA “assesses individuals' current
experiences, behaviours, and moods as they occur in real-time
and in their natural environment” [21].

eHealth tools that include self-tracking often present collected
data in a graph for the user or as a simple summary. These
persuasive technology features [22] can support users in
observing their status and progress toward the desired behavior
change [17]. However, previous research on self-tracking of
health behavior indicates that awareness of on€'s hedthy
lifestyle via self-tracking alone is not sufficient to effectuate
the desired behavior change [18,23-25]. Through self-tracking
alone, agreat deal of the reflection process must be performed
by the usersthemsel ves, such as gaining adeeper understanding
of their current situation and deciding which coping strategy to
apply. Cheo et a [23] stated that “the ultimate goal isto reflect
upon one'sdata, extract meaningful insights, and make positive
change, which are the hardest part’. As described above,
coaching during the reflection process performed by the user
themselves is an effective and essential method to help
employees extract meaningful insights and make positive
changes[13,14]. End users and other stakeholders emphasized
that coaching during reflection, in addition to the collection and
summarization of data, was an important need for resilience
training via eHealth technology [26].

Reflective automated e-Coaching has the potential to provide
the necessary guidance that will aid in transforming awareness
into behavior change. In this study, automated reflective
e-Coaching is defined as supporting, advising, and guiding the
user to evaluate past experiences and learn from these
experiences for future improvement without the involvement
of ahuman coach [9,27]. An automated e-Coach can personalize
the coaching strategy based on self-tracking data and inputs
from the user regarding their coaching needs, make use of
persuasive features to motivate and stimulate behavior change
[22], and be accessible 24/7 for users.

Aswe believe that reflective automated e-Coaching can affect
behavior change, we aimed to study how employees using an
automated reflective e-Coach perceive its effectiveness and
usefulness. It is not only important to know the outcome of the
guidance offered by the automated e-Coach, that is, its
effectiveness, but also to gain an understanding of how the use
of the different design elements of the automated e-coach and
theinterplay between them contributes to the outcomes, that is,
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the usefulness of the design elements during reflection [28]. To
the best of our knowledge, no previous study has evaluated this
aspect. To date, few eHealth technol ogies combine self-tracking
and e-coaching. These technol ogies offer personalized feedback
and goal setting based on self-tracking data[29-31]. However,
they do not offer support, advice, or guidance during reflection,
which is what automated reflective e-coaching fully entailsin
our opinion. The results of the perceived effectiveness and
usefulness of reflective automated e-coaching can lead to
implications for future designs in the context of resilience
training. To explore this, we developed a prototype of the
BringBalance app, as described in the section bel ow.

The research questions that we aim to answer are as follows:

1. According to employees, what isthe perceived effectiveness
of the guidance offered by the automated e-coach in the
BringBalance app during their reflection on the self-tracking
dataand strategiesto improvetheir capacitiesfor resilience?
- Towhat extent did employees gain insights into their
current situation and strategiesto cope effectively with
current and future situations through the automated
e-coach?

- How did employees perceive their stress levels and
capacity for resilience before and after using the
automated e-Coach in the BringBalance app?

2. What is the usefulness of the design elements of the
automated e-coach in the BringBalance app to guide
reflection by employees on the self-tracking data and
strategies to improve the capacity for resilience?

- To what extent are the individual design elements of
the automated e-coach in the BringBalance app and the
interplay between these design elements, useful during
the process of reflection by employees?

- What stimulating and stagnating factors did employees
experience during the use of the design elements of the
automated e-coach in the BringBalance app during their
reflection process?

The BringBalance App

The goal of BringBalance isto coach users through the process
of reflection to strengthen their capacity for resilience. The app
leads the user through the four phases of reflection from the
reflective coaching model [15]. Each phase includes a set of
modules in which users receive information via written text or
videos and are asked to answer questions from the automated
e-coach. Tools such as visualizations with summaries support
the usersin their reflection process. The BringBalance appisa
product of “De Maar Training & Advies’ and is based on their
face-to-face coaching program, Working on Resilience [32].
Resultsfrom apilot study on thisface-to-face coaching program
indicated positive effects on stress reduction [33]. In addition
to the coaching program Working on Resilience, results from
earlier studies on self-tracking and e-coaching for resilience
training were also used during the design of the BringBalance
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app [26,27,34]. Other sources for creating the design of the
BringBalance app were provided by the literature on reflection
[10,12,15,24,35-37], coaching techniques [38-43], and
persuasive design elements that can support the reflection
process, such asvisualization and personalization [17,22,44,45)].

The prototype of the BringBalance app was created using The
Incredible Intervention Machine (TIIM), a tool of the
Behavioural, Management and Social Sciences (BMYS) lab at
the University of Twente that supports building and testing
eHealth interventions [46]. The BringBalance program viathe
app took 6 weeksto complete. The design elementswere offered
to the user in Dutch through the BringBalance program in the
TIIM app, and all the design elements together comprised the
automated e-coach. See Figures 1 and 2 for screenshots of the
selection of design elementsand Table 1 for an overview of the
content of the BringBalance program. The design elements are
initalicsin Table 1.

The reflective coaching model with its four phases [15] was
translated into aformat suitable for automated e-coach. During
theidentification phase (phase 1), the empl oyee was stimul ated
to gaininsightsinto situations (energy leaks and sources) related
to stress and resilience to find opportunities for improvement
via several EMA questionnaires. The term energy leak was
chosen to indicate bodily responses to stress that activate the
sympathetic nervous system, such as aquickened heart rate and
breathing pace, resulting in lower physical levels of energy [19].
In addition, in the context of this study, energy leaks refer to
situationsthat lead to low mental energy levels, that is, afeeling
of mental exhaustion. The term energy source indicates those
resources that activate the parasympathetic nervous system,
lowering the heart rate and breathing pace, and are related to a
higher level of mental energy. Energy sources can help one
regain balance in on€'s energy levels [47], that is, enable a
person “to bounce back after adversity”—which is also the
definition of the capacity for resilience [6,38].

Phase 2, the strategy generation phase, consisted of learning
the six BringBalance techniques via short clips and training for
the techniques a day later. These BringBalance techniques are
based on exercises from the HeartM ath Institute [48] and entail
being attentive to one's heart area and using one's imagination
to breathe in and out through it [33]. In addition, a heart rate
variability (HRV) sensor (Inner Balance Trainer, HeartMath
Ingtitute), placed on the participant’'s earlobe, provided the
participant with biofeedback during the training. HRV
biof eedback has been found to support self-regul ation capacities
[49]. The HRV indices enabled the participants to see any
immediate effect of the technique on their HRV levels, which
they could then use to adjust their performance. At the end of
phase 2, users decided upon helpful strategies for their three
most important energy leaks and energy sources with the help
of the e-coach. These strategies could be BringBalance
techniques, an energy source, or a self-chosen strategy [40].
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Figure 1. Screenshots of the BringBalance program phase 1 and 2 in The Incredible Intervention Machine (T1IM) app, including a few ecological

momentary assessment (EMA) questionnaires.

Look back at your most
important energy source of
yesterday: What was your

behavior during that
specific situation?

Think about what you said, how you said it,
your facial expressions, movements, etc

Or, in other words, what would we have seen if

we had recorded this situation with a hidden
camera ...

A. Example EMA phase 1

The goal for
energy leak nr. 1

Set a goal for energy leak nr. 1 using the
chosen strategy for this leak

a. Situation: During which situation should the
strategy be applied (this could be your energy
leak)?

b. When: Do you have to apply the strategy
BEFORE, AFTER, or DURING this situation to
achieve the desired effect OR at a fixed
moment during the day or week?

c. Strategy: What strategy should be applied?
d. Duration: How long do you have to apply the
strategy?

Example: "Prior to (b) giving a presentation (a),

| apply the PreFrame Technique (c) for 5
minutes (d)

B. Example EMA phase 2

Figure 2. Screenshots of the BringBalance program phase 1 and 2 in The Incredible Intervention Machine (T1IM) app, including a few ecological

momentary assessment (EMA) questionnaires.

On a scale from 1-10:
How relevant was it to
perform the strategy in this
specific situation?

Not relevant at all Very relevant

C. Example EMA phase 3

https://humanfactors.jmir.org/2023/1/e34331

What is the most important
lesson you have learned
from experimenting with

the strategy for this energy

leak?

D. Example EMA phase 4
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Phase Duration

Requested from the user in this phase

Phase 1—identification 2 weeks

Phase 2—strategy generation 2 weeks

Phase 3—experimenting 2 weeks

Phase 4—evaluation 1day

Three times during the week and once daily during the weekend: filling in the EnergyBalance
questionnaire (see Multimedia Appendix 1).

Once daily: reflecting on the collected data of the day before including the 4G scheme [38] asking
the user to provide a more detailed description of the situation as well as their emotional state,
physical state, cognitions, and behavior during the situation. The collected datafrom the day before
were presented to the user via atable and graph.

End of phase 1: choosing the 3 most important energy sources and leaksfrom a list with an overview
of the collected energy sources and leaks.

Result: self-tracking data on the energy balance for comparison with phase 3, list of energy sources
and leaks, and top 3 most important sources and leaks.

Every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday: learning 1 of the 6 BringBalance techniques.

The day after the introduction of the technique: receiving a reminder to practice the BringBalance
technique with the inner balance trainer to obtain biofeedback during training the techniques.

End of phase 2: Choosing strategies for their 3 most important energy sources and leaks. While
selecting a strategy, users could receive guidance viathe strategy database with an overview of all
BringBalance techniques and tips for application in daily life or via e-coach’s guiding questions;
setting implementation intentions [40] in which the strategies were linked to the energy sources
and leaks and reminders with these implementation intentions on self-chosen moments for phase
3.

Result: strategies were chosen for the top 3 energy sources and leaks, implementation intentions
were set including the strategies for the energy sources and leaks, and reminders were set with the
implementation intentions.

Daily: receiving reminders with the implementation intentions set in phase 2; experimenting with
the chosen strategies (optional: using the Inner Balance sensor) according to the implementation
intentions; evaluating the strategy for its effect with a strategy eval uation form after experimenting
with a strategy, including questions on the effect of the strategy on mood and energy levels, and
stimulators and demotivators; filling in the EnergyBalance questionnaire once daily.

Result: data on the evaluation of the strategies, self-tracking data on energy balance for comparison
with phase 1.

At the end of the program: receiving the data collected in phase 3 via visualizationsin tables and
graphs; evaluating if the strategies helped to prevent or resolve energy leaks and helped to make
more use of energy sources; evaluating if the energy balance improved; advice on how to continue
working on their energy balance after completion of the program.

Result: final reflection on the strategies and energy balance and advice on how to continue working
on their energy balance.

#The design elements are shown in italics.

In phase 3, the experimentation phase, users experimented with
the chosen strategies and received reminders to do so at
self-chosen moments [40]. After applying the strategiesin real
life, the userswere asked to eval uate the strategy using an EMA
questionnaire. In addition, the users were asked to report their
energy balance every day. Energy balance was defined for
participants as the balance between mental and physical
energy-absorbing processes due to energy leaks and the
processes that give them mental or physical energy from the
energy sources [47].

All collected data from phase 3 were visualized in a graph and
table and presented to the user in phase 4, the eval uation phase.
In phase 4, the user evaluated whether the chosen strategies
were the right strategies for their energy sources and leaks and
whether their energy balance had improved. A more in-depth
description of the BringBalance app, including the BringBalance
techniquesand persuasive design elementsin BringBal ance per
phase of reflection, complying with the CONSORT
(Consolidated Standards of Reporting Trials) guidelinesfor the
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reporting of eHealth interventions [50], can be found in
Multimedia Appendix 1 [51,52].

Methods

Participants

Participants were recruited via email sent to all employees by
the Human Resources (HR) department of a software company
with approximately 350 employees in the east of the
Netherlands. The HR department informed potential participants
about the objectives of the study, the BringBalance app, data
collection and management, and the amount of effort requested
for employee participation. Employees willing to participate
were asked to fill in a web-based questionnaire with the
validated Dutch version of the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS)
[53-55] and an informed consent form. The inclusion criterion
for participation was a score above 14 on the PSS, indicating a
higher-than-average perceived level of stress [56,57]. This
inclusion criterion was based on earlier studies performed by
the authors[26,58], which showed that employeeswith acertain
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level of stresstend to have a higher motivation to complete the
intervention owing to a higher expected benefit compared with
employees with lower stress levels. Finally, participants were
required to own an Android (version 5.0 or higher) or iOS
(version 10.0 or higher) smartphone.

A total of 45 participants filled in the questionnaire, with a
responserate of 13%. Because 15 HRV sensorswere available,
30 participants were invited to join either one of two sessions:
November 2018 (n=15) or January 2019 (n=15). Participation
in the study was voluntary.

Study Design, Data Collection, and Analyses

A convergent mixed methods design was applied “to obtain
different but complementary data on the same topic’ [59] for a
more complete understanding of the problem [60]. The data
collection included (1) a pre- and posttest survey, (2) EMA
guestionnaires in the BringBalance app, (3) log data, and (4)
in-depth interviews. The pretest survey was completed before
the BringBalance program; the EMA questionnaires and log

Lentferink et d

data were collected during the BringBalance program; and the
posttest survey and in-depth interviews were conducted after
the BringBalance program. The collected data included
perceived effectiveness (gaining insights [research question;
RQ 1A], stress, and capacity for resilience [RQ 1B]) and
perceived usefulness (utility of the design elements [RQ 2A]
and stimulating and stagnating factors during the use of the
design elementsin the four phases of reflection [RQ 2 B]). The
collected data included data on adherence to the intended use,
dropout, app use, user motivation, usability, and experience
with the BringBalance program in general. These data were
used to confirm, explain, or nuance the results of the main
outcomes of interest. Figure 3 shows a flowchart that includes
an overview of the methods for data collection and integration
of the data during collection and analysis. A data management
plan was established according to the General Data Protection
Regulation, a regulation for the protection of personal data
inside and outside the European Union. More information on
the data management plan can be found in the section Data
Management.

Figure 3. Flowchart of methods for data collection and data integration. BRS: Brief Resilience Scale; EMA: ecological momentary assessment; O:
Other data to explain or nuance results, PSS: Perceived Stress Scale; RQ: research question.

5 Comparison of pre- and posttest scores on the PSS and the BRS |
E
? Summary of data was used as input for discussion to find confirmation, nuance, and explanation |
=
E Interview results initiated analyses on log data and answers on EMA guestionnaires to find confirmation and explanation |
L R . . —
Pre-test Survey: RQ: I EMA gquestionnaires: RQ: I Post-test Survey: RQ:
Demographic characteristics [a] : = All answers given in the BringBalance  2A : *  The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) 1B
The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS} 1B ] app during all phases of the reflection 28 ] The Brief Resilience Scale (BRS) 1B
The Brief Resilience Scale (BRS) 1B ! process ! Experiences with BringBalance in [}
Ease of using a smartphone (o] 1 = Answer to last EMA quiestionnaire 1A 1 general
: : Perceived effect of reflection 1A
! ' Motivation to complete [o]
: : Utility of the elements in the app 2A
< | | for reflection
L8 | i
5] | |
% : : In-Depth Interviews. Topics: RQ:
o : Log-data: RQ: : *  Experience in general (o]
% : *  Design elements finished [0} : Usability o
=] : Timestamp when user received (o] : Reasons for nonadherence and (o]
: the design element : dropout
| Timestamp when user returned o] | Gaining insights in energy |
: the design element : sources, leaks, and strategies:
I Duration between starting and 0 I o Guidance during reflection 2A,2B
1 finishing the design element i o Obtaining new insights 1A
I I o Utility of the elements in 2A
: : the app
1 1 o Improvements for the app 28
| | |
[ [
‘ Before use ‘ ‘ During use ‘ ‘ After use ‘
to gaininsightsinto the study population and to compare against
The Pretest Survey

The web-based pretest survey was completed using Qualtrics
survey software (Qualtrics, Provo, UT) 7 to 1 day before the
start of the BringBalance program. The pretest survey included
(1) demographic characteristics (age, gender, function, and
educational level), (2) the Dutch version of the PSS; range of
possible scores: 0-40) [53-55], (3) the Dutch version of the Brief
Resilience Scale (BRS; range of possible scores. 1-5) [6,61],
and (4) ease of using a smartphone rated on a scale from 1 to
5. The latter question was self-developed and included as an
indication of the participant’s smartphone skills. Both the he
PSS [53-55] and BRS [6,61,62] are validated questionnaires.
PSS was used to check whether the participants met the
inclusion criteria. The pretest PSS and BRS scores were used
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posttest scores to assess perceived effectiveness on stress and
resilience capacities (see the blue box in Figure 3). However,
no causal effect of the guidance offered by the automated
e-coach could be deduced from the study setup. Data from the
pretest survey were uploaded to the SPSS (IBM Corp) to
calculate descriptive statistics.

EMA Questionnairesin the BringBalance App

During the BringBalance program, participants were asked by
the automated e-coach to complete several tasksthroughout the
reflection process. Participants were asked via a reminder on
their smartphones to fill in EMA questionnaires related to a
specific task. Theappincluded 17 different EMA questionnaires
spread over the four different phases of reflection, each with
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their own content, doses, and timing. Some EMA questionnaires
were released at fixed moments during the BringBalance
program, whereas others were released based on a specific
answer given in another EMA questionnaire. Multimedia
Appendix 1 includes in-depth information on the setup of the
EMA questionnaires, based on the reporting checklist from Van
Berkel et al [63], along with examples of EMA questionnaires
in the app. Figures 1 and 2 aso include screenshots of the
selection of available EMA questionnaires in the app. The
answersto the EMA questionnaires provided insightsinto how
users completed the reflection phases. These data provide
insights into the perceived utility of design elements for
reflection and stimulating and stagnating factors during
reflection using the design elements. The last EMA
guestionnaire asked participants to report if they perceived a
beneficial effect on their energy balance (yes or no) and if they
had gained insights into their energy leaks and sources and
strategies to improve their energy balance (yes or no). These
datawere used to determine whether participants gained insight
into their current situation and strategies to improve their
situation. Data were stored in the database of the BMS lab at
the University of Twente and retrieved by uploading the data
in Microsoft Excel files.

EMA data were used when it was necessary to further explore
and interpret the results from the analyses of the interview data
(seethe green box in Figure 3). For example, when participants
mentioned having difficulties interpreting a question from the
automated e-coach, answers given on EMA questionnaires
provided insights into the way users interpreted the question.
In addition, EMA datawere used asinput for discussionsduring
the interviews (see the orange box in Figure 3).

Answers to open-ended questions were gathered in Microsoft
Word documents and uploaded into Atlas.ti (Scientific Software
Development GmbH) for analyses using open, axial, and
selective coding. Numeric scores were uploaded to SPSS via
Excel filesto calculate descriptive statistics.

Table 2. Intended use for adherence.

Lentferink et d

Log Data

Log data were collected via the TIIM app during the
BringBalance program and included the following datafor each
participant: (1) which design element was completed, (2) the
timestamp when the design element was delivered to the user,
(3) the timestamp when the design element was returned by the
user, and (4) the duration of completing the design element.
Log data were used to confirm, explain, or nuance the results
of the main outcomes of interest (perceived effectiveness and
usefulness). First, log data were used to analyze adherence to
the intended use and dropout. The intended use was set up by
one of the researchers (AL) and was based on the minimum
expected necessary use to be able to go through the phases of
reflection. See Table 2 for the intended uses. Insights into
adherence to the intended use and dropout were necessary to
gain an understanding if the perceived effectiveness (perceived
effect on stress, resilience capacities, or gaining insight) may
have been affected by factors other than the design elements of
the automated e-coach, such as lack of ease of use, user
motivation, or personal reasons for nonadherence or dropout.
Elaboration of reasons for nonadherence and dropout during
interviews helped to explain the perceived effectiveness of the
automated e-coach and could reveal results on the perceived
utility of design elementsand stimulating and stagnating factors
during the use of the design elements for reflection. Moreover,
an overview of log data per participant was used during the
interviews to discover the perceived utility and stimulating and
stagnating factors during the use of different design elements
(see the orange box in Figure 3). For example, when a
participant never used an element, it could say something about
the perceived utility of the particular design element during the
four phases of reflection. In addition, log datawere more deeply
analyzed when the posttest survey and interview data at the
group level identified aresult that needed to be explored further
(see the green box in Figure 3). The data were stored in the
database of the BMSlab at the University of Twente and could
be retrieved in Excel files. Excel files were uploaded to SPSS,
and descriptive statistics were calculated, such as frequencies
of adherence to the intended use per phase.

Phase of BringBalance Intended use

Phase 1—identification .

The user completed 80%2 of the design elements“EnergyBalance” and “ Reflection on the day before.”

«  Theuser finished the design element “ Top 3 most important energy leaks and sources.”

Phase 2—strategy generation .

The user views 6 out of 7 (86%) short clips about strategies.

«  Theuser chooses strategies for at least 2 energy leaks and 2 energy sources.
o  Theuser setsimplementation intentions for at least 2 energy leaks and 2 energy sources.

Phase 3—experimentation .

The user completes 80%? of the EnergyBalance questionnaires.

«  Theuser completed at least 2 “strategy evaluation forms’ per strategy.

Phase 4—evaluation .

The user evaluates 2 strategies for energy leaks and 2 strategies for sources.

«  Theuser evaluates the energy balance.

3N o absolute values can be provided because the number of received design elements varied between users.
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Posttest Survey

The participants were asked to fill in the web-based posttest
survey via Qualtrics (Qualtrics) after they finished the
BringBalance program and before they participated in the
interviews. A total of 3 participants did not follow up on this
because of time constraints. The full survey can befound in the
Multimedia Appendix 2. The set of questions in the posttest
web-based survey explored the following issues and was based
on asurvey used in an earlier study on the utility of persuasive
design elementsin an app for reflection [17]:

»  ThePerceived Stress Scae

« TheBrief Resilience Scale

«  Experience with BringBalance in general

«  Motivation to complete BringBalance

« Perceived effect of the guidance offered by the automated
e-coach on reflection outcomes:. gaining insightsinto their
energy balance and strategies to improve their energy
balance

« Theutility of the elementsin the BringBalance app during
the four phases of reflection

The participants reported their experience of using BringBalance
in genera by rating the BringBalance app on several aspects
(scale of 1-10), such as usability, appeal, and integration into
their daily life [64], as well as responding to three questions
asking them to elaborate on their given ratings. In addition, the
survey included two statements on their motivation to complete
the BringBalance program. An example of a statement was
“ The BringBalance programme motivated me to reflect on my
energy leaks and sources.” Insights into participants
experiences with the technology and their motivation to use the
technology were used to explain the underlying reasons for the
perceived effectiveness and usefulness of reflection design
elements [28,44)].

Perceived effectiveness of the automated e-coach on reflection
outcomes was measured in the posttest survey by three
statements (5-point Likert scale from strongly disagree to
strongly agree): (1) “ The e-Coach has given me aclear overview
of my most important energy leaks and energy sources’; (2)
“Thanks to the e-Coach, | know what | could do in the future
to prevent or resolve energy leaks’; and (3) “Thanks to the
e-Coach, | know what | could do in the future to take more
advantage of my energy sources.”

The main part of the survey consisted of questions regarding
the experienced utility of the reflection design elements of the
automated e-coach in the BringBalance app. Participants were
asked to score the utility of each design element of the
automated e-coach per phase of reflection that they received
during the BringBalance program on a scale of 1 to 5. For
example, “On a scale from 1-5, to what extent has the
EnergyBal ance questionnaire helped you gain insightsinto your
energy leaks and energy sources? (1=not at all, 5=very much).”
Each set of questions related to one phase of the BringBalance
program ended with a blank space for participants to comment
freely on the design elements of the automated e-coach for that
specific phase.

https://humanfactors.jmir.org/2023/1/e34331
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The results of the posttest survey were used as inputs during
the interviews (see the orange box in Figure 3). For example,
the interviewee was asked to elaborate on the low scores given
to the design elements of the automated e-coach. Posttest survey
data were uploaded to SPSS, and descriptive statistics were
reported for the group in total, which included the completers
and noncompleters of the BringBalance program. Statistical
analysis was not performed because of the small sample size
(n=28).

In-Depth Interviews

I nterviewswere conducted one on one by thefirst author of this
manuscript in person or via Skype (Microsoft) after the
participants completed the BringBalance program. Recordings
of theinterviews lasted from 23 to 48 minutes. Furthermore, 7
of the 28 participants did not participate in the interviews
because of practicalities.

In-depth interviews were held for confirmation and explanation,
and to find nuances behind the answers given in the EMA
guestionnaires, the collected log data, and answers on the
posttest survey (see the orange box in Figure 3). In addition,
interviews were conducted to gain an understanding of the
experiences, usability of the BringBalance app, perceived
effectiveness of the automated e-coach, and how the process of
reflection via the automated e-coach proceeded. The interview
scheme was set up by the first author of this manuscript and
finalized by all authors. Thetopicsin theinterview schemewere
the user's experiences in general, the usability of the app,
reasons for nonadherence to the intended use and dropping out,
the process of gaining insights into energy sources and leaks,
related to the identification phase of the reflection process, and
the process of gaining insights into when and what strategies
to use, related to the strategy generation, experimentation, and
evaluation phase of the reflection process. Subtopics for the
reflection processincluded the design el ements of the automated
e-coach. Thefirst 3 topics were discussed to obtain a sense of
the experience with the app because experiences can affect the
desired outcomes [28,65]. The elaboration of these topics by
participants may also reveal the perceived utility of the design
elements and stimulating and stagnating factors per phase of
reflection. The latter 2 topics were discussed concerning the
perceived effectiveness of reflection outcomes (ie, users
insightsinto energy leaks and sources and strategiesto improve
their situation), the utility of the design elements of the
automated e-coach and stimul ating and stagnating factorsduring
the use of the design eements. Results from EMA
guestionnaires, the posttest survey, and log data were used as
inputs during the interviews (see the orange box in Figure 3).
Participants were strongly encouraged to provide examples.
The interview scheme can be found in Multimedia Appendix
3.

Interviews were transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were
uploaded to Atlasti for qualitative data analysis. The coding
scheme was created using inductive and deductive coding.
Deductive codes came from the literature on reflection [15,35]
and persuasive design elements [22] and included the design
elementsin the BringBalance app. Deductive codes for gaining
insights from the participants were based on the level of

JMIR Hum Factors 2023 | vol. 10 | €34331 | p. 8
(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

JMIR HUMAN FACTORS

reflection described by Durall et a [35]: no new insights, no
reflection, recognition, and reflection. No new insights refer to
insights that are a confirmation of what is already known, and
recognition refers to quotes in which the user understands the
data but acknowledges only what is expressed in the
visualization of the data. Reflection involves gaining new
insights via behaviors clearly associated with reflection, being
surprised by the new insights, linking the insights to other
experiences or situations in their daily life, or the insights
affecting the beliefs or behavior of the user. No reflection refers
to not obtaining any insights [35]. Open coding was performed
for quotesthat could not be labeled by deductive coding. Axia
coding led to organizing codes into categories, removing
synonyms, and splitting codes when necessary [66]. Theinitial
coding scheme that resulted from coding the two transcripts
was tested for intercoder consistency [67]. Two researchers (a
student assistant, mentioned in the Acknowledgments section,
and thefirst author of this manuscript) coded the two transcripts
independently and discussed the differences until a consensus
was reached. The discussions resulted in sharper descriptions
of the codes. Finally, selective coding was performed to i dentify
the themes that answered the research questions. During the
process of selective coding, special attention was paid to finding
contradictory quotes and differences between groups of
participants, for example, between the study’s noncompleters
and completers[66].

Mixing Strategies

Mixing strategies refer to those used to mix qualitative and
guantitative strands [60]. All types of data collected were
analyzed separately. As described above, some resultsfrom the
analyses of one data source were inputted during the collection

Lentferink et d

of another data source (eg, an overview of the log data per
participant was used during interviews). Moreover, the results
from different data sources per outcome of interest were
compared to identify discrepancies and similarities between the
results[60]. For example, the results on the utility of the design
elements during reflection came from EMA questionnaires,
posttest surveys, and interviews. This approach led to stronger
evidence when similarities were observed and implications for
further research when discrepancies were observed. Moreover,
results from the analyses of one data source are often used to
explain or nuance the results found during analyses of another
data source.

Data M anagement

The datamanagement plan was madein DM Ponline (TU Delft,
Delft) and in collaboration with experts on data management
from the Department of BM S, University of Twente, to ensure
that data collection and storage were performed according to
the General Data Protection Regulation. Ethical approval was
obtained from the Ethica Committee of the University of
Twente (reference number: P-1531727676).

Results

Demographic Characteristics

A total of 28 participants started using the BringBalance
program, of which 21 (75%) were men and 7 (25%) were
women, with atotal average age of 36.5 (SD 9.7) years. Average
PSS scores were 16.8 (SD 5.0) and BRS scores were 2.9 (SD
0.8). Table 3 provides an overview of the participants
demographic characteristics.

Table 3. Demographic characteristics of the participants and their ease of using a smartphone.

Study noncompleters (n=14) Completers (n=14) Total (n=28)

Gender, n (%)

Man 8(57) 13 (92) 21(75)

Woman 6(43) 1(7) 7(25)

Nonbinary 0(0) 0(0) 0(0)
Age (years), mean (SD) 37.4(11.2) 35.6 (8.3) 36.5(9.7)
Educational level, n (%)

University of applied sciences 10 (72) 8 (57) 18 (64)

University 4(29) 6 (43) 10 (36)
Perceived Stress Scale score, mean (SD)? 16.4(4.9) 171(5.2) 16.8(5.0)
Brief Resilience Scale score, mean (SD)° 32(09) 27(0.7) 29(08)
Ease of using a smartphone, mean (SD)b 4.6(05) 4.6 (05 4.6 (05

8Range of possible scoresis 0 to 40.
bRange of possible scoresis1to 5.

Characteristics of Participants Not Taking Part in
Interviews

Of the 28 participants, 7 (25%) did not participate in the
interviews because of practicalities. Of these, 5 participants

https://humanfactors.jmir.org/2023/1/e34331

dropped out, of which 1 participant adhered to the intended use
until dropping out. Other dropouts did not adhereto theintended
use during all phases. The remaining 2 participants completed
the BringBalance program and adhered to the intended use in
phase 2. The average PSS score of the participants who did not
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participatein theinterviewswas 17.9 (SD 3.0), and the average
BRS score was 3.0 (SD 0.6).

Adherence and Dropout

Thelog dataindicated that none of the 28 participants adhered
to the intended use, mainly due to an adherence rate of 0% in
phase 3 (Figure 4). The adherencerates for the remaining phases
were 25% (n=7) in phase 1, 50% (n=14) in phase 2, and 21%
(n=6) in phase 4. The lowest adherence score in phase
3—experimentation—can be explained viainterview data by a
loss of overview by participants or their low-quality input in
the earlier steps of the reflection process. According to the
participants, the latter was a result of the guidance by the
e-coach that steered them in a direction that was too specific

Figure4. Adherenceto intented use.
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(described in further detail in sections phase 1—identification
and phase 2—strategy generation), lack of available time by
participants, or the low priority given to the app. See Figure 4
for adherence rates among completers, study noncompleters,
and the total group of participants.

A total of 14 participants completed the BringBalance program.
Most participants dropped out in phase 2 (n=11, 39%). From
theinterview data and reports viaemail, the primary reason for
dropping out was the program’s difficult integration into the
daily life of participants owing to their full schedule (n=5, 18%),
followed by the e-coach requiring too much of their attention
and time (n=3, 11%), personal circumstances (n=3, 11%), or
loss of interest in the program (n=3, 11%).
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M otivation to Complete and Ratings of the
BringBalance Program

On average, participants rated the BringBalance program 6.5
out of ascore of 10 (SD 1.0) in the posttest survey. On average,
the BringBalance program scored 7.4 (SD 1.1) on being
informative, 5.3 (SD 1.5) on usahility, and 4.3 (SD 1.4) on

Lentferink et d

integration in daily life (scale 1-10). Participants rated their
motivation to reflect on energy sources and leaks as 3.3 (SD
1.0) and motivation to reflect on strategiesas 2.7 (SD 0.7; scale
1-5). See Table 4 for an overview of participants’ ratings of the
BringBalance program in general and their motivation to
complete the BringBalance program, as determined by their
scoresin the posttest survey.

Table 4. Results of the posttest survey on participants ratings of the BringBalance program in general, their perceived effectiveness of the e-coach in

the BringBalance program, and their motivation to compl ete the program.

Question?

Study noncompleters(n=14) Completers(n=14) Tota (n=28)

BringBalance app in general (scale 1-10), n (%)
Score BringBalance in general, mean (SD)
The appeal of the content of the app, mean (SD)
Perceived utility of the app, mean (SD)
Usability of the app, mean (SD)
Integration in daily life, mean (SD)
Informative, mean (SD)
Advisethe app to a colleague, n (%)
Yes
No

BringBalance met my expectations, mean (SD)

Motivation: (1=strongly disagree, 3=neutral, 5=strongly agree), mean (SD)

The BringBalance program motivated meto reflect on my energy leaksand 5 g (0.9)°

sources.

The BringBalance program motivated meto reflect on my chosen strategies 5 4 (0.5°

for my energy leaks and sources.

6.2 (0.8) 6.9 (1.2) 6.5 (1.0)
6.8(1.2) 6.9 (1.0) 6.9(11)
5.6 (1.5) 7(1.0) 6.3 (1.4)
55(13) 5.1(1.6) 5.3(L5)
3.6 (1.5) 49(1.1) 4.3(1.4)
6.7 (1.4) 7.6(0.8) 7.4 (1.1)b
6 (43) 10 (71) 16 (57)
8(57) 4(29) 12 (43)
5.4 (1.7) 7.1(1.2) 6.3 (1.6)
3.8(1.0) 3.3(1.0)
31(0.7) 2.7(0.7)

3Abbreviations of the questions were used in the table.
Bn=20.
’n=13.

Perceived Effectiveness of Reflection

Among completers, pre- and postintervention scores on the PSS
were mean 17.1 (SD 5.2) before and mean 16.9 (SD 3.5)
afterward and the scores on the BRS were mean 2.7 (SD 0.7)
before and mean 2.9 (SD 0.6) afterward. Of the 14 completers,
10 reported in the last EMA questionnaire that they had
improved their energy balance. The remaining 4 completers
reported that they gained insight into their energy balance. The
interview data showed that participants gained insights into
their energy sources and leaks (level of reflection: reflection).
An example of a quote that shows reflection is the following:
“My girlfriend is quite outgoing and she likes to constantly do
things. | noticed that that costs me alot of energy and | did too
little to recharge by tucking away in my own little world for
half an hour and then just enjoy the socia things again”
(respondent #6, study completer). Some participants wondered
whether they were on theright track with their reflective process
(level of reflection: Recognition). “Am | now thinking in the
wrong direction or do | make it bigger than it actually is?’
(respondent #1, study noncompleter). The interview data
demonstrated that many participants gained insights into

https://humanfactors.jmir.org/2023/1/e34331

adaptive coping strategies and had an idea of when to use these
techniquesin daily life. However, the actual integration of the
techniques in daily life was experienced as challenging by
participants because of difficulties in learning the techniques
(level of reflection: recognition). Elaboration on the difficulties
encountered during this integration process are described in
section Phase 2—Strategy Generation.

The Usefulness of Design Elements During Reflection

Overview

Multimedia Appendix 4 includes the scores of each design
element of the automated e-coach for its utility for reflection
per phase of reflection. Utility scores (scale 1-5) are described
below for elements that were discussed intensively by users
during the interviews, indicating that these elements were
evoked alot among the users.

Multimedia Appendix 5 provides an overview of the identified
themes, that is, the stimulators and stagnating factors according
to the participants, per phase of reflection, and the specific
design elements of the e-coach. The most important ones, that
is, mentioned by many respondents or those with agreat impact
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on reflection outcomes, per phase of reflection are described
below. The design elements of the automated e-coach are placed
initalicsin the text below.

Phase 1—I dentification

According to the participants, thefirst phase of the BringBalance
app was easy to complete independently. Most participants
mentioned that they were able to gain an understanding of their
energy balance during their reflection, as guided by the e-coach.
Based on the interview data, an understanding of their energy
balance was mostly obtained viathe list with collected sources
and leaks at the end of phase 1, in which the most common
sources and leaks were often perceived as the most important
sources of their energy balance. This design element received
a mean utility score of 3.7 (SD 0.8). Contextual information
about the situation related to the energy sources or leaks was
necessary to reconstruct the situation from the previous day,
especially when the user’s data showed little variance. Thetable
with avisualization of the data collected from the previous day
received a mean score of 3.6 (SD 0.8) and the graph a2.9 (SD
1.1) in the posttest questionnaire.

During the interviews, 5 participants mentioned that the 4G
scheme questions were superfluous. Another group of
participants found the element useful. The 4G schemeincluded
guestions asking the user to provide amore detailed description
of the situation, aswell as their emotional state, physical state,
cognition, and behavior during the situation. The average utility
score of the 4G scheme was 3.3 (SD 1.0). Participants who
found it useful described that reflection later in time led to the
observation of more relevant aspects than reflection in close
occurrence to the situation. In addition, the participants
experienced that the questions stimulated an in-depth reflection
on the source or leak. Moreover, 4 participants had difficulties
in recognizing indicators for energy sources and leaks and
therefore with filling in the 4G scheme questions. Some
participants experienced that filling in the 4G scheme questions
made them understand their indicators for energy sources and
leaks and enabled them to be better indicate an energy source
or leak in future situations. “ Over time, you become more and
more aware that your body reactsin acertain way” (respondent
#17, study noncompleter).

A total of 3 participants mentioned that the guidance offered
by the e-coach | ed to the identification of sources and |eaksthat
were too specific. “The tool only focuses on such a
micro-moment, and it will not zoom out to a category or
something” (respondent #21, completer). Some participants
believed that they could have gained ahigher level of reflection
if they had reflected on their self-tracking datain dialogue with
another person.

Phase 2—Strategy Generation

According to the completers, the design elements for learning
the BringBalance techniques, including short clips, were
perceived as helpful in the process of understanding when and
what strategies to use. During the interviews, the users
mentioned that they were able to learn the principles of the
techniques.

https://humanfactors.jmir.org/2023/1/e34331
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Reflected in the interview data, practicing the techniques were
perceived as a crucia part of understanding which techniques
areuseful for their situation. However, practicing the techniques
in daily life was experienced as somewhat difficult without the
presence of arelevant situation in which the technique might
be useful. “Usually, the conditions were not right for the
technique to work. | would call it ‘dry swimming.’ [...] Then
you rush practicing the technique and you don’t really practice
anymore” (respondent #16, completer). Being attentive to
indicators of sources and leaks, identified through the 4G scheme
in phase 1, was mentioned by a few as a prerequisite to
understanding when to apply the techniques in daily life. To
master these techniques, many perceived 2 weeks as too short
atime,

Of the participants that used the Inner Balance Trainer, 65%
(11/17) reported in the posttest survey that they found it useful
to receive HRV biofeedback practicing strategies. It convinced
participants regularly of the potential effect of the technique on
physiological stressreactionsin future stressful situations, which
was reflected in the interview data. Some participants had
difficulties interpreting the results, were uncertain when to
perform the measurements with the sensor or saw no changein
scores before and during practicing asthe scores wereindicated
as good from the start.

Often, users mentioned that connecting strategies to the most
important leaks and sources stimulated their mental processes
on how to integrate the techniques into their daily lives. Most
participants said that they were able to choose strategies using
the toolsin the app. Log data showed that 11 people chose the
strategy database, with an overview of the BringBalance
techniques and their tips for application in daily life, as a tool
to help them decide on a strategy and gave this element amean
utility score of 3.6 (SD 0.8). In addition, 5 people chose the
e-coach’sguiding questions and gave this element amean score
of 4.7 (SD 0.6). One participant remarked on this specific tool
help via the e-Coach: “Those questions helped to think a bit
more towards a certain direction. That made me think: *What
was my energy leak about? And based on that, | started
searching for a technique in that direction” (respondent #6,
completer). A few participants expressed doubtsif the strategies
they had chosen were the right onesfor their sources and leaks.

The partici pants mentioned that poor input from previous phases
made it difficult to decide on strategies that were sometimes
irrelevant. Three participants mentioned that the identified leaks
and sources were no longer relevant and 6 participants
mentioned that they did not master the techniquesin this phase.
In addition, participants missed discussing this step with
someone el se who might have helped them determine whether
they had made the right choice or advised them about other
possible options.

Most participants found that the element, setting implementation
intentions, in which the strategies were linked to the energy
sources and leaks, stimulated their intention and mental process
to integrate the techniques into their daily lives, although some
found that the element steered them too much toward goalsthat
were too specific.
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Phase 3—Experimentation

The interviews revealed that many participants experienced
difficulties during the experimental phase. Although the steps
were experienced aslogical intheory, they mentioned that leaks
and sources did not recur anymore during phase 3 and that its
duration was too short to experiment. “It is very difficult to get
there within aweek and a half. [...] You ask yourself, did that
technique help? And you don't know for sure, and think: Maybe
it was only a coincidence that the conversation went a little
better” (respondent #24, study noncompleter). Log data showed
that many started this phase later than planned, leaving little
room for experimentation.

On average, personally set reminders along with the set
implementation intentions scored 2.4 (SD 0.8) on utility. During
theinterviews, participants mentioned that remindersrelated to
leaks and sources that occurred randomly over time did not
trigger their application of a strategy, asthe reminders were not
“just-in-time.”

The evaluation of strategies began in phase 3 by evaluating
every moment they performed a strategy with the strategy
evaluation form (utility score on the posttest survey: mean 2.7,
SD 0.8). Some participants experienced these forms as too
repetitive and generic. “I can imagine that with the Zzleep or
Flex technique, different questions comein handy” (respondent
#6, completer). Depending on the specific strategy or situation,
some participants said that they did not find it necessary to
complete the strategy evaluation form each time. For others,
the evaluation forms were a trigger to start the evaluation
process.

Phase 4—Evaluation

Half of the participants who went through the elements of
evaluation acknowledged the utility of evaluating strategies as
a conclusion of the BringBalance program. However, almost
al participants mentioned that they had insufficient data
collected in phase 3 to perform a comprehensive evaluation of
the strategies and their energy balance. Participants would have
filled in more strategy evaluation formsin phase 3 if they knew
in advance that they would later receive the collected data of
these strategy eval uations as visualizations of the collected data
in a table and graph from phase 3.

Discussion

Principal Findings

To improve the capacity for resilience through self-reflection,
this study’s main aim wasto examine the perceivedeffectiveness
of the guidance offered by the automated e-coach in the
BringBalance app during the reflection process on stress and
resilience capacities among employees. In addition, thisstudy’s
goal was to determine the usefulness of the design elements of
the automated e-coach for reflection, and the stimulating and
stagnating factors during the use of the design elements.

Perceived Effectiveness

Pre- and posttest scores on perceived stress and resilience
capacitieswere not significantly different among the compl eters
of the BringBalance program. It should be noted that no
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statistical tests were performed because of the small sample
size. Most completersreported an improved energy balance and
insightsinto their principal energy leaks and sources aswell as
effective strategies for improving their situation. The reflection
outcome of “linking these insights to other experiences or
situations” by integrating the techniques into their daily lives
was often not achieved.

The Usefulness of Design Elements for Reflection

Participantswere easily ableto reflect on self-tracking dataand
decide their most important energy leaks and sources with the
design elements of the e-coach. Participants experienced
difficulty integrating strategies relevant to their energy leaks
and sourcesinto their daily lives and reflecting on whether their
chosen strategies were the right ones with the design elements
of the e-coach.

Important stimulators for the process of reflection on
self-tracking data were the design elements of the automated
e-coach that stimulated the re-evaluation of situations and the
observation of trends in the collected data through the
breakdown of the reflection process into smaller steps and
visualizations, including visualizations of the data via a table
with an overview of sources and leaks from the previous day,
and a list of sources and leaks at the end of phase 1. Some
participants experienced that the re-evaluation later in time led
to the ability to gain a larger perspective, leading to their
understanding of more relevant details of asituation. In addition,
contextua information added to the visualizations about the
situation related to the energy source or leaks was necessary to
be able to re-evaluate the situation later in time.

A stagnating factor for some participants was that the guidance
offered by the e-coach led to the identification of sources and
leaks that were too specific. Although most participants found
it easy, some had difficulties recognizing physiological, mental,
and emotional indicators of sourcesand leaks. Theseindicators
arerequired in the 4G scheme.

The important stimulators for the process of reflection on
strategies were (1) the short clips in which the participants
learned the principles of the techniques, (2) the heart rate
variability biofeedback to help them understand the principles
and stimulate the effect of the BringBalance techniques on
physiological stress reactions, (3) design elements that
stimulated practicing the techniques because this rehearsal was
perceived asacrucial step in the reflection process, and (4) the
tools to help them decide upon the strategies and set up
implementation intentions asthese elements stimulate the user’s
mental process on how to integrate the strategiesinto their daily
lives. Participants found it useful to link the strategies to the
sourcesand leaks, although, in practice, thisdid not bring about
the desired results.

The most important stagnating factor for this lack of success
was the low-quality input from previous steps in the process,
such asthe very specific energy sources and leaks identified in
phase 1. The design elementsto set up implementation intentions
and reminders tended to lead participants excessively toward a
specific context in which the strategy should be performed. In
practice, thisleft little room for experimentation asthe situation
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often did not recur. In addition, many participants experienced
alack of mastering the techniques in their daily lives owing to
perceived time constraints, lack of relevant situations in which
to practice, and doubts about performing the techniquesin the
right manner. These factors led to little experimentation and
data collection in phase 3 and, therefore, difficulties for
evaluation in phase 4, which involved answering the question
whether the strategies were the right ones for dealing with the
participant’s energy sources and leaks.

Comparison With the Literature

Perceived Effectiveness

In contrast to this study’s results indicating that scores on
perceived stress and resilience were not much different in pre-
and posttest scores, Rijken et al [33] observed atendency toward
improvement in stress-related outcomes for the face-to-face
program on which BringBalance was partly based. It should be
noted that no statistical analysis could be performed in the
BringBalance study owing to the small sample size. In addition,
the prototype of the BringBalance program used in this study
scored rather low on usability and integrationin daily life, which
likely affected the effectiveness of the guidance offered by the
automated e-coach in the BringBalance app during the reflection
process [65,68]. Still, there is a possibility that the element of
reflection via human dialogue has played a role in the
differences observed in the effectiveness of stress measures
between the results of Rijken et al [33] and this study, as this
element was an important difference between the two programs.
Some participants also mentioned the potentially stimulating
role of human dialogue during reflections. The elaboration on
how to deal with thisissuein future designsisfurther discussed
below.

The Usefulness of the Design Elements for Reflection

Animportant stimulating factor in the reflection process guided
by e-coach seemsto be the breakdown of the reflection process
into smaller steps. These steps seemed to trigger participantsto
rethink their situations, which led to the observation of trends
and a deeper understanding of their indicators of stress and
resilience. The same process was observed in a study by Isaacs
et a [12], who found that participants defined as recorders (those
who reported the event once) and those defined as reflectors
(those who reflected on the event multiple times), both
benefitted from their reflections, although reflectors were more
likely to observe patterns and learn from these eventsto improve
future performance.

Threeimportant stagnating factors during the reflection process
were (1) difficulties participants had in recognizing indicators
for the presence of energy sources and leaks, (2) the
identification of specific energy sources, leaks, and
implementation intentions as guided by the e-coach; and (3) a
perceived lack of availability. Although these stagnating factors
were not experienced by all participants, targeting them can
significantly impact reflection outcomes in a positive way for
participants who experienced them.

First, participantsin this study elaborated on the positive effect
of being consciously aware of physiological, mental, and
emotional indicators for their sources and leaks, including (1)

https://humanfactors.jmir.org/2023/1/e34331

Lentferink et d

being better able to recognize the presence of a source or leak
in the future and (2) to identify opportunities for applying a
strategy, known as “trigger identification” in the Systematic
Self-Reflection Model of Resilience. This model emphasizes
theimportance of self-reflection in the processtoward resilience
[5]. Moreover, reflection on cognitions and emotions can help
explain the behavior of the participant in a situation of interest
and can lead to a higher level of understanding of their situation
[38]. However, some participants in this study were not
consciously aware of their indicators during the situation, that
is, reflection-in-action, or found it difficult to reproduce the
physiological, mental, emotional, and behavioral indicators
concerning the situation when it occurred the next day, that is,
reflection-on-action. Thisdifficulty can negatively impact their
reflection outcomes [38].

To identify the indicators effectively, both reflection-in-action
and reflection-on-action areimportant [ 10,11]. Difficultieswith
reflection-in-action can be the employee’s limited ability to
reflect under high levels of stress [5] or the concept of
alexithymia because not everyone can recognize emotional
responses [69]. Alexithymia can also explain difficulties with
reflection-on-action because attention increases the likelihood
of recalling the situation later [70]. In addition, other factors
that negatively affect recall can explain difficulties with
reflection-on-action, such asmotivation and fatigue [ 71]. Proper
guidance during reflection-in-action can solve problems with
reflection-on-action, and vice versa. For example, problems due
to aexithymiaor recall may be solved by notifying the user just
in time about the presence of stress symptoms and stimulating
them to pay conscious attention to triggers in action [72].
Moreover, as mentioned by the participants, contextua
information is necessary to recall the situation a day later and
making notes in close occurrence is one method that seems to
effectively tackle recall problems [10]. In this study,
reflection-on-action was perceived as useful by participants
because it enabled them to observe more details later in time.
Reflection-on-action can aso positively affect one’s overall
reflection as the initial intensive stress response is diminished

[5].

Second, the automated e-coach in the BringBalance app
stimulated the participants’ intention to do something about the
situation. However, a loss of relevance to continue behavior
change was experienced when the identified sources and leaks
were too specific. The praoblem of the limited applicability of
previoudy collected data on well-being to current situations has
been observed more often [24]. One way to maximize the
applicability of specific situations to current situations might
be to start choosing a strategy based on the underlying values
and personal goals of the identified sources and leaks [5].
Situations that involve a mismatch between the current coping
strategy and personal values and goals increase the need to do
something about the situation [5]. Therefore, the underlying
goasand values may serve astrigger pointsfor adaptive coping
strategies. The increased chances of recurrence can also lead to
more opportunities to practice the techniques, which was
mentioned by participants asacrucial step and isacknowledged
in the literature as well; “The strengthening of resilience is a
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process of experiential learning and more specifically learning
through reflection on doing” [5].

Finaly, it is unlikely that participants were constrained by the
actual time needed to interface with the BringBal ance program,
which was approximately 15 minutes per day. This response
was more likely a result of perceived time constraints caused
by their busy schedules. This conclusion is based on the low
scores given by the participants regarding the integration of the
BringBalance program into their daily lives. Moreover, in the
context of work, it seemsthat employees prioritize work-related
activities over resilience [58] or learning viareflection [73].

Strengths and Limitations

First, our study population consisted of participants with high
educational levels. As reflection relies on the analytical skills
of a participant [74], it might be that the performance during
the reflection process and the need for guidance from the
automated e-coach by our study participants are different for
the overall working population.

Second, the sample size was too small to conduct statistical
analysis of pre- and posttest scores on perceived stress and
resilience capacities and differences in scores given by study
noncompleters and completers on the utility of design elements.
This limitation restricted the strength of some of our
conclusions. Although the statistical power waslow, thisstudy’s
results did meet the primary aim of this study, namely to explore
the potential of guidance offered by an automated e-coach during
the participant’s reflection process for resilience training and
to ascertainimplicationsfor future designs based on the results;
therefore, valuable insightsthat can support future design were
obtained.

Third, although low adherence rates are common for prototype
versions of eHealth technology, none of the participants
precisely adhered to the intended use. On the one hand, low
adherence distracted the user from the original goal of the
program, which was to reflect on improving resilience
capacities, and likely affected the effectiveness. On the other
hand, reasons for low adherence revealed important stagnating
factors for reflection guided by the automated e-coach, such as
the loss of relevance to continue owing to specific energy leaks
and sources. Moreover, it should be noted that the setup of
adherence to the intended use was based on 1 researcher’s
expectations of the minimum necessary use by the user. This
expectation may have been too ambitious as no participant
adhered to the intended use, and results indicated that most
participants gained insightsinto their energy leaks, sources, and
strategies to improve their energy balance.

Finally, 7 participantswere not involved in theinterviews owing
to practicalities, which might have affected the validity of the
qualitative results. A relatively higher number of study
noncompl eters were observed among noninterviewees, and the
noninterviewees PSS scores tended to be somewhat higher in
comparison with theinterviewees, although statistical tests could
now be performed. However, similar characteristics were
observed among interviewees, as 9 were study honcompleters
and 7 scored higher than the average PSS score of the
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noninterviewees. Thissuggeststhat the validity of the qualitative
results was not significantly influenced to alarge extent.

Regarding the strengths of this study, the first is that the
BringBalance program’s design was strongly based on literature
and was created in close collaboration with stakeholders. These
2 aspectsincrease the chances of improving uptake and creating
an impact on eHedth technology [65]. The participants
perceived the design decisions made for the content in the app
as logical and interesting. The usability of the app and its
integration into daily life are points of attention. This can be
explained by the limited optionsin the way the prototype could
be devel oped. Usability and integration issues can be overcome
when an app is devel oped with a higher level of fidelity [68].

Second, a mixed methods approach was used in this study.
Results from one data source were used during the collection
of another data source (eg, log data were used as inputs during
interviews) or results from one data source were a trigger to
explore more profoundly into the data from another source (eg,
to review the log data to explain the lower scores given on the
guidance offered by the e-coach by study noncompleters in
comparison with completers). This enabled us to confirm or
guestion the results of one approach to another. In addition, it
enabled adeeper interpretation of the results by finding nuances
in the data from other approaches.

Implications for Future Design and Research

To our knowledge, this study isthefirst to provideinsightsinto
the design elements of an automated e-coach that can simulate
the self-reflection process, from the identification of relevant
eventsto the evaluation of strategies[15], without support from
a human coach. Future design and research can begin by
focusing on the effects of making more and better use of
persuasive features during the reflective automated e-coaching
process, based on the 3 stagnating factors described above.
Persuasive features can stimulate users' motivation for behavior
change and are shown initalics in the discussion below [22].

First, as described above, trigger identification is an important
aspect of the reflection process and can result in both
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Continuous
biofeedback, a form of persuasive self-tracking feature [22],
creates aunique opportunity to receive timely external feedback
[75] when stressis present. M oreover, biofeedback can be used
to determine when the intensity of the stress response is
diminished to some extent, which could have a positive effect
on the quality of one's reflection [5]. Severa commercialy
avalable wearable devices are capable of continuous
measurement of the physiological responses related to stress
and resilience capacities, such as HRV measurements [19,76].
These measures can indicate within minutesthat stressis present
or when stress is decreased and, hence, signal to employees
their capacity for resilience [76].

Second, the automated refl ective e-coach should offer guidance
in translating specific events into overarching goals and values
that recur in daily life. The e-coach can help the user split the
complex behavior into a higher perspective that oversees the
collected data and breaks it into short and simple tasks, which
isrelated to persuasive feature reduction [22]. For example, the
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e-coach can ask the user to answer additional questions
regarding their underlying opinions, values, qudities, and drivers
tolearn and understand their goals and valuesin daily life [74].
This implication for future design can also improve the
technology’s effectiveness on the desired behavior change and
user motivation, as this way the content better suits the user’'s
context of working and living [22,26].

Third, we propose a more dynamic process in which users can
decide the pace of completing aphase, related to the persuasive
feature of personalization, thereby avoiding poor inputs from
previous steps in the reflection process owing to perceived
limitationsin time.

Finally, some participants believed that reflection in adialogue
with another person would lead to higher levels of reflection.
This dialogue was also desired by participants to eliminate
personal doubts about the individual reflection process. The
involvement of a professional coach limits the program’s
scalability. Therefore, the first implication is that peer groups
within organizations coul d facilitate dialogue. These peer groups
can be organized according to the persuasive features of social
facilitation. Using this feature, users can contact peersthrough
the app [22]. Previous literature has found that peer guidance
during reflective practices improves the reflective process
[77,78]. Second, automated e-coaches could match
human-to-human dialogueto agreater extent. Thistechnol ogical
development is currently on the research agenda [79,80]. To
match a human-to-human dialogue, the e-coach should have
high surface credibility via fluent dialogue, and the user must
experience the e-coach as a real human, an achievement that
still requires considerable research and testing. However, some
persuasive features that are rather easy to implement can
improve the surface credibility of the currently available
automated e-coaches by applying ahigh level of personalization,
for example, by regularly selecting coaching messages based
on previous inputs given by the user or repeating these inputs
in messages, and the e-coach should adopt a social role, for
example by greeting the user by name [22,79,80].

Lentferink et d

A follow-up study using an updated prototype of higher fidelity,
including these aspects, can be performed to test the effects of
the guidance offered by the automated e-coach on stress and
resilience capacities, and gaining of insights on alarger scale,
also including employeeswith lower educational levels. Again,
amixed methods approach should be applied to study both the
effectiveness of the automated e-coach on stress, resilience, and
reflection outcomes and to understand which design elements
contribute to the effectiveness and why.

Specifically, future research can, for example, combinelog data
of the continuous biofeedback (eg, when the e-coach offers
guidance to perform reflection-in-action and
reflection-on-action) with the participant’sanswersto the EMA
guestionnaires to study the output of the reflection process
during moments that are in close occurrence to the stressful
situation and during moderate levels of stress.

Conclusions

The results of this study provide insights into the potential of
automated e-coaching to guide employees during the reflection
process for the purpose of resilience training. Most completers
reported an improved energy balance and insights into their
principal energy leaksand sourcesaswell as effective strategies
for improving their situation. The results indicate that an
automated e-coach can guide employees during the reflection
process on self-tracking data toward a deeper understanding of
their situation and possible strategiesto improve their situation.
Design elements that stimulated the re-evaluation of situations
and observation of trends stimulated the reflection process. It
was more difficult to guide the employees via an automated
e-coach to integrate the strategiesinto daily lives and reflect on
whether the chosen strategies weretheright ones. Future designs
of the automated e-coach should make more and better use of
persuasive features to support and motivate behavior change.
Future research should focus on testing the effects on the
reflection process by equipping the automated e-coach with
more and improved persuasive features, as suggested above.
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