
Letter to the Editor

Accelerometer-Based Step Counts May Be Confounded
by Repetitive Motor Behaviors in Adults With Autism
Spectrum Disorder

Muhammad Anas Malik1*; Tayeba Fatima2*

1Ameer-ud-din Medical College, Lahore, Punjab, Pakistan
2Avicenna Medical College, Lahore, Punjab, Pakistan
*all authors contributed equally

Corresponding Author:
Muhammad Anas Malik
Ameer-ud-din Medical College
6-Abdur Rehman Chughtai Road (Birdwood Road), near Jail Road, Shadman
Lahore, Punjab
Pakistan
Phone: 92 3095722589
Email: MuhammadAnasMalik2022@amc.edu.pk

Related Articles:
Comment on: https://www.researchprotocols.org/2026/1/e86020
Comment in: https://www.researchprotocols.org/2026/1/e113321

JMIR Res Protoc 2026;15:e110988; doi: 10.2196/110988
Keywords: autism spectrum disorder; physical activity; co-participation; family support; autism in adulthood; telehealth;
wearable devices; physical function; remote assessment; health disparities; minority health; adult autism; protocol study;
cross-sectional design; patient-reported outcomes; motor impairments; rehabilitation; digital health

We read with interest the recent pilot study by Nunez-Gau-
naurd et al [1] involving remote assessment of physical
activity and physical function in adults with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD). The integration of accelerometer-based step
monitoring with remote performance-based and patient-repor-
ted measures represents a valuable step toward accessible,
telehealth-based functional assessment in an underserved
population. However, we found one measurement concern
relevant to the study’s validity aims.

Consumer accelerometers such as the Fitbit Inspire 3
estimate step counts using gait-pattern algorithms calibrated
primarily on people with neurotypical ambulatory move-
ments, and even in this population, they can record false
step counts, as mentioned in a recent study [2]. Adults
with ASD frequently exhibit repetitive, uncontrolled motor
behaviors like hand flapping, rocking, and pacing that
generate rhythmic upper- and lower-limb acceleration signals
that are distinct from ambulatory movements during walking
and can potentially be misclassified as ambulatory steps

[3]. The study by Nunez-Gaunaurd et al [1] proposes using
step counts per day as a criterion indicator to establish the
construct validity of Patient-Reported Outcomes Measure-
ment Information System (PROMIS) physical function
scores, so any systematic over- or undercounting of steps
due to characteristic ASD movement patterns could bias this
validation. This concern is distinct from the generalizability
and sampling limitations the authors already mentioned in this
population.

We would ask the study team whether they have planned
or piloted any validation of Fitbit-derived step counts against
a gold standard method, like video-coded step counts, in a
subsample of participants with prominent motor stereotypes,
which would help establish whether this measure can be
trusted as a criterion standard in this population [4].

This is an addressable question rather than a fundamental
design flaw, and clarification would strengthen confidence in
the study’s future findings.
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